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ABSTRACT
THE ADAMS IMAGE IN AMERICAN HISTORY
Mary Helen McCoy
Old Dominion University, 1984
Director: Dr. James L. Bugg, Jr.
John Adams was an American Revolutionary leader, political
theorist, diplomat, constitutionalist, vice-president, and president.
His historical image, however, has not been consistent with his
importance in American history.

Controversial throughout his life

time, the Adams image, since his death has been at times obscure,
often negative, and seldom positive.
perception of his life.

Adams had a fear of posterity's

Until recent years this fear was confirmed

by his historical treatment.
This thesis considers the divergence in the historical treat
ment of John Adams by analyzing historians who represented five peri
ods in American historiography.
history made of John Adams.

It is, therefore, a study of what

The thesis centers around the belief

that by looking at the different phases of the historical interpre
tation of John Adams, the misunderstanding and confusion which sur
rounded his image can be lessened to such an extent that John Adams
can be seen as a vital part of the American heritage.
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CHAPTER I
IN SEARCH OF THE ADAMS IMAGE:
PRECONCEPTIONS, FUTURE QUESTIONS, AND METHOD
John Adams, the second President of the Uhited States, member
of the Continental Congress Which ratified the Declaration of Indepen
dence, minister to France and Holland during the revolution, drafter of
the Massachusetts Constitution, and peace commissioner to Great Britain
at the end of the Revolution died on 4 July 1826, fifty years to the
day after the Declaration of Independence.
on the same day.
survives."*

Thomas Jefferson also died

John Adams's last words were "Thomas Jefferson still

These words were an indication of his belief that he would

forever be overshadowed by his contemporaries when history began to
draw its picture of the period in which he lived.

Toward the end of

his life he tried to ensure, through a voluminous correspondence, his
reputation against the neglect and vilification which he felt must
come after his death.
his life.

He definitely feared posterity's perception of

His letters to Benjamin Rush were epistles in which he often

aired his doubts:

"Mausoleums, statues, monuments will never be erected

to me nor flattering orations spoken to transmit me to posterity in
*John Adams, The Works of John Adams, the Second President of
the United States, with a Life of the Author, ed. by Charles Francis
Adams, 10 vols. (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1856), 1:636.

1
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brilliant colors."

Two years later, he reiterated these doubts:

The "sensibility of the public mind," Which you anticipate at
my decease, will not be so favorable to my memory as you seem to
foresee. By the treatment I have received, and continue to receive,
I should expect that a large majority of all parties would cordially
rejoice to hear that my head was laid lo w .3
Why would a man of such great abilities express so many doubts
about the future of his reputation?

A description of Adams's person

ality is necessary in order to understand Mams, the historical figure.
He was a pessimist subject to depressions and fits of temper.

He was

vain and irascible, yet he was filled with integrity, a sense of inde
pendence, and a great love for his country.

He labored long and hard

in the revolutionary cause as a lawyer, political theorist, and poli
tical scientist whose works were considered to be extremely influential.
He served the revolution through his congressional abilities, his work
as a statesman who sought friendly alliances with foreign countries,
and as a designer of constitutions.

His energy was indefatigable and

he rushed headlong into whatever he considered would enrich the future
of his native soil.

Yet, perceptions concerning Mams, when he lived

and since his death, have been of a negative nature.

He was "unpopular

during his presidency and the subsequent years have not substantially
changed the public image of him."

Saul Padover, in The Genius of

America, continued to discuss the Mams image as "one of a crusty,
sharp-tongued, somewhat eccentric anti-democrat so capricious in his
view that he fitted into no discernible political pattern."^ Padover

2

Merrill D. Peterson, Mams and Jefferson: A Revolutionary
Dialogue (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 130
3

Mams, The Works of John Mams, 9:636.
^Saul K. Padover, The Genius of America (New York: McGrawHill Book Co., Inc., 1960), pp. 43-44.
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further characterized Adams as a man who "embodied many of the great
virtues of his age and background/1 a realist who was filled with
integrity.

Padover's conclusion was that although Adams had so many

traits which irritated his contemporaries, he was still "one of the
most widely read and learned men of his time" and "his long life" was
important to the history of America because he "was passionately
devoted to the problems of government and the art of politics" at a
time when his country needed these very qualities.^
John Adams was not always wise but he was always human.

He

realized this, and this realization led to his doubts about the picture
future generations would have of him.

He was always deeply sensitive

of his reputation, and it was axiomatic with him that democracies are
both ungrateful and undisceming in judging public men.^

If he dis

trusted the way future generations would see him, he had an even
deeper distrust for the way historians

woulddraw him.

He statedthis

distrust when he advised his grandson, George Washington Adams, to seek
out the primary sources when he wished

to recapture the authentic

spirit of the past.

truthwas to be found, not in

It was there that

the warmed-over accounts of later historians, who superimposed their
own biases on the events and characters of an earlier time.^
This fear of the bias of warmed-over historical accounts has
been, until recent years, confirmed by Adams's historical treatment.
Controversial throughout his lifetime, the Adams image, since his
^Ibid.
£
Stephen G. Kurtz, "The Political Science of John Adams: A
Guide to His Statecraft," William and Mary Quarterly 25 (October 1968),
4:606.
^Page Smith, John Adams, 2 vols. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday
& Co., Inc., 1962), 2:1082.
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death, has been at times obscure, often negative, and seldom positive.
Several factors have contributed to the elusiveness of this image.
While he lived, Adams was a man who was hard to classify.

Of all the

men of his generation, Adams had the greatest individuality and inde
pendence of mind.

Since his death, historians have found it difficult

to grasp the complete Adams.

They have, instead, studied only facets

of the man such as the Revolutionary Adams or the Presidential Adams.
This has added to the difficulty encountered when trying to decide what
the Adams image has been through the years.
Another factor which contributed to the elusiveness of the
Adams image centered around the Adams

family itself.

During his

later years, John Adams was considered an apostate to the cause of
Federalism.

Many of the New England men of the day would cross the

street to avoid Adams. There was a conspiracy of silence concerning his
life which was the result of his unpopularity in New England.

No one

in New England would write about this man who had helped the decline
of Federalism except in a negative way.

Authors from other sections

of the country were more interested in writing about their area so
Adams was relatively forgotten.

The Adams

family, therefore, decided

that it was up to them to see that their family name was protected.
Records, letters, diaries, and any item of valuable information was
kept under the family's watchful eye.

Information was carefully given

and the family history was jealously guarded.

Not until the 1850s was

any major publication of John Adams's works undertaken and then it was
edited and written by his grandson, Charles Francis Adams.

These works

which Charles Francis published were far from complete and they re
flected what Charles Francis felt the world should know about his
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Q

grandmother and grandfather.

The vast treasure of Adams documents

was not open to the unlimited scrutiny of scholars until 1954.

This

did not aid the development of an image, for historians were hesitant
to undertake studies in which they could not find complete information.
For almost one hundred and thirty years after his death, much of John
Adams was sealed from public view by the family and, therefore, his
image was also hard to find.
Yet, even with these factors, historians have still puzzled
over the fact that there has been a divergence in the way John Adams
has been characterized.

Gilbert Chinard had protested in 1933 the

fact that Adams, for more than a century after his death, remained ung
sung and "a distant and lonely figure in American history."
Thirty
years later, Page Snith was still mentioning his neglect, especially
when the interest in Adams was compared to the interest shewn by
historians in his contemporaries.^

Since Smith wrote this, there has

been more interest in John Adams but the image still remained indefi
nite and questions still remained unanswered.
Keeping this in mind it became apparent that a study of the
Adams image, through the years, would perhaps clear up some of the
doubts which have surrounded John Adams since his death.

Since then

there have been mixed opinions concerning Adams and these opinions
seemed to have shifted back and forth through the years.
shifts in the Adams image occur?

Why did these

The limited amount of historical

Q

Paul Nagel, interview held at the Virginia Historical Society,
Richmond, Virginia, 13 February 1984.
9

Gilbert Chinard, Honest John Adams (Boston: Little, Brown and
Co., 1933), p. v.
^Page Smith, John Adams, 2:1139.
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scholarship concerning Adams, until recently, was intriguing.

Had

history continued to avoid Adams in death as he had been avoided in
life? Was his image so negative that historians, dedicated to the
faith of democracy and progress, had not wished to discuss the problems
which he represented?

Why has there been an increasing interest in

Adams since World War II?

From all of this questioning, what image of

Adams has emerged as the contemporary image?
Harvey Wish, in The Anerican Historian, stated:
Since history is not part of the external material world, but
an imaginative reconstruction of vanished events, its form and
substance are inseparable; in the realm of literary discourse,
substance, being an idea i£ form; and form, conveying the idea is
substance. It is thus not the undiscriminated fact, but the per
ceiving mind of the historian that speaks.H
This statement was a key concept by which answers to the above questions
could be found.

As documents in intellectual history, works of history

often tell us more about their own times than about the period they
study.

12

If the mind of the historian was the spokesman of a gener

ation, then the periods of John Adams's historical image could be
understood by looking at the way historians from different periods saw
John Adams.

In order to decide what the Adams

image had been, and is

today, it was decided that this thesis must be centered around an
analysis of the way John Adams had been dealt with by historians from
American early national history to the present.

To paraphrase Merrill

Peterson in his The Jefferson Image, this will not be a study of the
history John Adams made but a study of what history made of John Adams.
^Harvey Wish, The Anerican Historian (New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1960), p. 312.
12William Raymond Smith, History As Argument: Ihree Patriot
Historians of the American Revolution (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1966),

pTTT.---------------------
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Hie basic thesis is that the reputation of John Adams has not
been consistent since his death and that his reputation has depended
upon the historical environment of the person who wrote about him.

Hie

method used to test this thesis will be a critical analysis of specific
historians who represent the periods in which they wrote.
will be divided into five historiographical periods.

This study

In each period,

specific historians will be analyzed in order to understand the histor
ical picture of Adams in that period.

For each time frame the discus

sion will be centered around three areas.

First, there will be a brief

description of the historian's environment which will enable the student
to understand his attitude.

Then, there will follow a discussion of

what the historian said about John Adams.

He could have simply men

tioned Adams in passing or he might have undertaken an in-depth
analysis of the man.

This will vary because, in some instances, the

historian was chosen because he represented the period exceptionally
well and because there was no other historian who dealt any more com
prehensively with Adams than the historian who was analyzed.

Finally,

there will be a section which will form conclusions concerning the way
Adams's reputation fared in the period under discussion.
Different periods are represented in this study.

Hie dates of

these periods have been chosen to correspond to the literature which
mentioned Adams as a subject.

The configuration is the one which is

most convenient for discussing the historical image of John Adams.
Each dividing point is a logical and natural break which occurred in
the research material.
The first period studied began in 1789 with David Ramsay and
ended with George Bancroft whose first volume appeared in 1834.

For

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

8
America this was a period of consolidation.

For historians it was a

time to reassert a faith in nationalism and unity which they perceived
would aid in the consolidation of the American dream.

The purpose of

history was to educate America in the faith in progress and to promul
gate the idea of America as a result of divine intervention.

The time

period chosen for this first discussion encompassed two periods of
American historiography.
sonian periods.

These were the Early National and the Jack

This consolidation was considered necessary, for there

was so little information concerning John Adams that a shorter period
would have yielded almost no information about the Adams image.
David Ramsay was representative of the Early National period.
Politically, Ramsay was a confirmed Federalist.

Historically, he cele

brated the emergence of a nation that premised to reshape human nature.
Written during John Adams's lifetime, Ramsay's history was the first
sympathetic account of the American Revolution.

13

George Bancroft

represented the Jacksonian (or Romantic) period of American history.
Politically, Bancroft was a Jacksonian.

Historically, he expressed his

belief in the doctrine of perfectability and progress, with an emphasis
upon his romantic leanings toward the mission of American nation
alism. ^

Ramsay and Bancroft were chosen because they embodied the

general historical mood of their time and because they wrote their
histories for the promulgation of the American myth and the education
of the American public.

As such, they were good examples of the period.

The Post-Civil War period again encompassed two shorter

^^Wish, pp. 50-53.
14
John Higham, The Reconstnjction of American History (London:
Hutchinson University Library, 1963), p. 47.
:
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periods: the Gilded Age period and the Scientific History period.

The

problem of finding anything but the most general historical account con
cerning John Adams still posed a problem to this study.

John Bach

McMaster and Edward Charming were representative of this period.
McMaster, whose History was published in 1883, was chosen to represent
the Gilded Age because he wrote the first history of the American people.
McMaster was an ardent nationalist who believed in the inevitability of
progress.^
Edward Charming was chosen because he was a "scientific" his
torian who could also be viewed as a transitional figure linking the
history of the nineteenth century with the rising strain of the progressivism of the twentieth century.

As a scientific historian, Chan-

ning stressed original sources, Social Darwinism, and objectivity.

As

an economic historian, he referred to class conflicts, British oppres
sions

and economic farces.

His History was democratic in outlook.^

He is important to this study for he was the first historian to attempt
to deal with the whole Adams image.
Correa Moylan Walsh was chosen to represent the next period,
the Progressives, because not only was he a good example of Progressivism but, more importantly, he was the first to write a study of the
political science of John Adams.

Walsh used this study to teach a

lesson, for he saw Adams's defence of government by checks and balances
as unrealistic and irrelevant to the facts of American life.

Walsh

^Wish, pp. 136-41.
16Ibid., pp. 127-29.
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believed that this attitude stood in the way of the constitutional
reforms which the Progressives championed.^
Although a conservative reaction was ushered in with the 1920s
and the election of Warren G. Harding, an undercurrent of the progres
sive tradition continued to thrive.

This tradition extended itself

into a new viewpoint, intellectual history.

Intellectual history sur-

vived the twenties and enjoyed a renaissance during the New Deal.

18

There was, therefore, a consistent theme running through historiography
from 1920 to 1940.

These two decades were chosen as the fourth period

for this study.
In this period, one thing was obvious.

The image of John Adams

was not as obscure as it had been in the nineteenth century.

There

were, finally, a number of studies which could be used in order to
arrive at a decision concerning the status of the image during this
period.

The reasoning which lay behind the choice of authors was

pragmatic.

They represented various backgrounds and areas of interest

and, therefore, they added depth to this analysis.

The men chosen to

represent this period were Claude Bowers, Vernon Parrington, James
Truslow Adams, Gilbert Chinard and Randolph G. Adams.
The period from 1945 to the present has been a time of diver
sity.

Through such trials as the Cold War, the Korean War, and the

Vietnam War old values and philosophies were constantly being tested
and discarded.

Conservative reactions, liberal reactions, and

Marxist interpretations co-existed uneasily during this period of
anxiety and fear.

It was a time of learning how to leave behind the

^Kurtz, 4:607, 609.
18
Higham, Reconstruction, pp. 20-23.
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industrial age and to move comfortably into the age of communication.
This mood has been reflected historiographically, for no single strain
of thought has emerged.

Rather, there have been a number of intel-

lectual and/or cultural hypotheses which have appeared.

19

No single interpretation of Anerican history can fully repre
sent this period.

There has been, however, a greater interest in

intellectual history than in the economic interpretation of history.
There has also been less emphasis upon conflict, change, and progress
and more emphasis upon consensus, continuity, and homogeneity.

20

Fol

lowing a reaction to this reaction against Progressivism there emerged
other interpretations which included the idea that history had a moral
purpose; this was followed by the school of thought which believed that
ideologies played important roles in historical change.

21

Because this

period was one of such varying viewpoints, several historians were
chosen for analysis in order to arrive at a conclusion concerning the
contemporary Adams

image.

These historians represented a wide range

of viewpoints which spanned the schools of consensus, republican
ideologue, and biography.

Representatives of these trends of thought

are Richard Hofstadter, Zoltan Haraszti, Clinton Rossiter, Stephen
Kurtz, John Howe, Gordon Wood, Page Smith, and Peter Shaw.

Merrill

Peterson and Paul Nagel are also commented upon briefly.
Interestingly enough, during this period in which paradoxes

19Ibid., p. 22.

20John Higham, Writing Anerican History (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1970), p. 143.
21

John Higham, History: Professional Scholarship in America
(Baltimore: TheJohns Hopkins University Press, 1983), pp. 251-53.
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abound,

22

there has been a renewed interest in the life of John Adams.

Evidently, in the midst of values clarification there has been a need
to return to those who, in an earlier period, tried to instill a set
of beliefs by which Americans could continue to live.

This thesis,

therefore, has been centered around the belief that by looking at the
different phases of the historical interpretation of John Adams, the
misunderstanding and confusion which has surrounded his image can be
lessened to such an extent that John Adams can be seen as a vital part
of the American heritage and understood as the prophet he attempted to
be.

22

Higham, Reconstruction, pp. 20-24.
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CHAPTER II
THE IMAGE IN THE FIRST HALF OF THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY
David Ramsay was an excellent example of the historians who were
part of the generation that lived through the era of the American Revo
lution, for his work offered insights into the minds of that period.
Ramsay expressed a set of ideas about American history in general and
the Revolution in particular which were cannon currency in the United
States; he formulated these ideas for the first time in the shape of a
well-reasoned and documented historical narrative.

His History of the

American Revolution, first published in 1789, made a strong case for
American uniqueness while maintaining the ideal of the United States as
a model for the world.

This emphasis reflected the American Revolu

tionary generation's attempt to create a national history which would
justify the Revolution and develop a strong sense of nationalism in
America.^"

Through his history Ramsay's belief in the special mission

of America was promulgated.
David Ramsay was the first native American historian of the
American Revolution.

As a historian, he was a moralist whose purpose

was to instruct men in action.

It was a common view, during the late

^"Arthur W. Shaffer, The Politics of History: Writing the His
tory of The American Revolution. 1783-1815 (Chicago: Precedent Publishing, Inc., 1975), pp. 164, 1.
13
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eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, that history could teach
errors which should be avoided and precedents for future action.

The

historian was a teacher of the highest order and Ramsay set out to ful2
fill this goal.
His works, influenced by the political and social
climate in which he lived, were tracts which spoke of the uniqueness
of the period.
Histories produced during Ramsay's generation represented the
beginnings of a genre of writing new to America.

This genre was char3

acterized by the subjugation of history to the service of nationalism.
This was an element which made for difficulty in discovering the Adams
image in this period, for Ramsay's dedication to the idea of national
unity colored his presentation of personalities in certain distinct
ways.

This theme of nationalism, with its corresponding theme of

unity, led Ramsay to play down the role of national heroes.

The point

of history was to revive the spirit of republicanism and illuminate the
special destiny of Anerica as a nation, not to reflect glory upon any
particular man or section.^ Ramsay's history was a history of the
whole and not of its parts.

His history helped to redefine Anerican

history by creating a unified national past, explaining the national
character, and arousing in his countrymen a sense of pride in American
society.

The History of the Anerican Revolution was the first work of

its type to be published after the constitution was written and it
^William Raymond Smith, History as Argument: Three Patriot
Historians of the American Revolution (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1966),
p. 72.
3
Shaffer, p. 1.
David Ramsay, The History of the American Revolution, vol. 1
(New York: Russell & Russell, 1968: New York Public Library Reproduction of London edition published in 1793):120.
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established a means for interpreting the way the act for nationhood fit
into the pattern of American history.

The constitution was seen as the

expression of a united people; internal conflict was minimized; and
this formation of a national document was the final, safeguarding act
of the Revolution.^
Ramsay's historical style made it difficult to determine what
he thought about John Adams, for Adams was discussed in the same im
partial manner which Ramsay used for the other statesmen of this period.
He simply discussed the role Adams played as a participant in the
Revolutionary cause.

The character of Adams was subordinated to the

theme of national unity which was foremost in Ramsay’s mind.

More

over, Ramsay sought to depict the Revolution as a popular movement; his
narrative implied that the role of the leader was secondary to what the
mass of men did and believed.

The names of the prominent dot the pages

as agents of the popular demand for change rather than as driving
forces.

Heroes were diminished by an emphasis on the geographical

particularity of their sphere of action.

Given the historian's goal—

to promote union, nationalism, and republicanism— it was better to
stress the role of the mass of men in the shaping of the nation as a
whole.^
Yet Ramsay, perhaps because of his Federalist persuasion, did
credit Adams with doing much to help save the Revolutionary cause.
Beginning with the early days of the turmoil, Ramsay portrayed Adams
favorably.

He praised Adams's role in the Boston Massacre trial with

genuine respect for a fellow American who put the importance of right
^Shaffer, pp. 4, 143.
^Ibid., pp. 3, 131-33.
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before his own reputation.

Ramsay felt that "the result of the trial

reflected great honor on John Adams.
Ramsay continued to sketch vignettes of Adams throughout his
history, but only when these sketches could contribute to his narrative.
Adams was represented as a man who was involved in countless aspects of
the Revolution— as a member of the Committee from the Continental Con
gress which met with Lord Howe.

This committee's "conduct and senti

ments were such as became their character" and they "maintained the
dignity of Congress" in every respect.

In the debate concerning the

Declaration of Independence, "John Adams took a leading part."
Speaking with the "voice of the people," John Adams "strongly urged the
immediate dissolution of all political connection of the colonies with
a
Great Britain."
Adams's role in this led to the promulgation of the
declaration and from this action, "the despute was brought to a single
point, whether the late British colonies should be conquered provinces,
or free and independent states.
In Volume II, Ramsay discussed in detail the financial problems
of revolutionary America.

He paid tribute to the men who were negoti

ating in Europe for loans which would enable the United States to con
tinue the war.

Ramsay used this disquisition to prove that the

"resistance of America to Great Britain was grounded in the hearts of
the p e o p l e . T h i s was accomplished by a discussion of the selflesRamsay,1:91.
’Ramsay,1:303-4.
Wisay, 1:338.
^Ramsay, 1:344.
David Ramsay, The Histor" the American Revolution, vol.
2 (Philadelphia: R. Aitken & Son,
:224.
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sness of the American citizen during the war.

The citizen would take

useless currency to support the war and then consent to the demise of
the continental money, knowing that no adequate provision was made for
its future redemption.

John Adams was also a devoted citizen who under

went great hardships in order to obtain loans and treaties of conroerce
from the States General for the benefit of his country.

12

Ramsay mentioned Adams throughout his discussion of the Revo
lutionary War but in a manner that supported the purpose of his History.
For example, when he discussed Adams and the peace commissioners, he
stressed the unified way in which they approached the negotiations; he
did not mention any of the disagreements or difficulties which they had
encountered among themselves.

The result of their negotiation was that

"the independence of the state was acknowledged in its fullest extent"
and the Americans were given "very ample boundaries" and "an unlimited
right of fishery on the banks of Newfoundland." These men had been
very successful in their cause, according to Ramsay: they were even
successful in their stipulation concerning the treatment of loyalists
who received "nothing further than a simple recommendation for resti
tution."^
Ramsay stressed the importance of the loyalist terms because
this was an area where he could point out the triumph of the American
cause.

The loyalists had been more than disloyal to America; because

they knew the American terrain, they had done more to hurt the Ameri
can cause than the soldiers of Great Britain would have done without
their help.^

Adams was part of this important event; he and the other

^Ramsay, 2:300.
^Ramsay, 2:307.
^Ramsay, 2:308.
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commissioners insured the triumph of the American cause.

For this

reason he was important but so were all the other men who had been dedi
cated to the cause.

Ramsay celebrated the ability of these leaders but

he did not single them out for individual praise.

The theme, through

out both volumes, was the overall view of a nation which had triumphed.
This was sunned up by his statement that:
The American revolution, on the one hand, brought forth great
vices; but on the other hand, it called forth many virtues, and
gave occasion for the display of abilities which, but for that
event, would have been lost to the world."15
Through Divine intervention, America and her people had been chosen, as
a nation, to fulfill a mission.

Only God and the nation as a whole were

the subjects of Ramsay's theme; specific persons were merely instruments
of the cause.
Ramsay's history was a major contributor to the development of
a national historical consciousness. He regarded the quest for a
national historical identity as part of an important campaign to achieve
American cultural as well as political independence.

Americans could be

solidified into a union by emphasizing their loyalty to a common set of
political and social ideals and values— their republican national
character unified them.

At the same time, Ramsay ignored the con

tentious reality of the present, for he knew he must remind Americans
of their special destiny.^
There was no room for the celebration of the individual in
Ramsay's mission.

Men were of secondary importance; their role was to

respond to the summons of God and their country, and fulfill the job
^Ramsay, 2:315.
16Shaffer, pp. 44, 111, 75-76, 12.
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for which they had been called.

Adams was certainly a man who, accord

ing to Ramsay, responded to the call and served the Revolutionary cause
in congress and as a diplomat;^ yet Ramsay was not willing to call
attention to Adams except when he fulfilled the mission of the Revo
lution.
The Adams
also obscure.

image in this period was, therefore, positive but

Ramsay portrayed a man who gave much of his life to the

Revolutionary cause, but this portrayal was limited to a few specific
instances and then Adams was mentioned in only a general manner.
Nothing of a controversial nature was dealt with; nothing was said
about anything that Adams did which would imply a lack of unity among
men.

Adams was part of an overall effort which had no room for specific

personality.

The point of Ramsay's history was to celebrate the overall

cause and not the men who enabled the cause to triunph.
Other events followed Ramsay's history and affected the Adams
image.

Some were negative and some were positive.

After Adams's

Presidency and defeat brought him back to New England for retirement,
he was received by seme as a pariah and by others as a hero.

Many of

his former friends had become political opponents and some had become
serious enemies.

In 1805, one of his oldest friends, Mercy Otis

Warren, published her History of the Revolution in which she criti
cized Adams's presidency and policies, castigating him for his aristo
cratic leanings.

She was the first historian to mention that Adams's

years in Europe had changed him.

18

Although friendly relations between

17Ramsay, 1:303-4, 1:338; and 2:299-300, 306, 335.
18

Page Snith, John Adams, 2 vols. (Garden City, N.Y.: Double
day & Co., 1962), 2:10571
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the families were maintained and John undertook to correspond with Mrs.
Warren in order to defend himself,

19

a negative outlook concerning

Adams's image was thus contributed by one of his contemporaries.
Warren, however, was a pro-Jefferson republican.

Mrs.

To counterbalance her

picture, there was John Marshall's Life of George Washington, which gave
Adams high praise for his Revolutionary contributions and "the
on
unblemished integrity of a life spent in the public service.
Marshall's importance was limited, however, for he only dealt with the
Revolutionary Adams; also, his work did not sell well because the
Republicans had spread the runor that it was a Federalist history of
the United States, written as propaganda for the election of 1804.
In 1826, there was a brief interlude.

21

Upon Adams's death, for

a short perio4 praise and laudatory comments surrounded his memory.
The country, in 1826, was searching for proof of its maturity.

The

apotheosis could be used for this purpose and also to stir up patrio
tism.

Fifty years was a long time for such a young nation and Adams

and Jefferson were both symbols of the years that had passed since the
Declaration of Independence.

The fact that they had both worked for

the declaration and then had both died on the anniversary of that great
document, was a sign from God showing his favor and blessings upon the
noble cause of America.
at this time.

22

There was no way that Adams could be ignored

For a while, the image was noticeably bright, but it

19
Michael Kraus, The Writing of American History (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1953)7 PP* 78-79.

20
John Marshall, The Life of George Washington, vol. 2 (New
York: Walton Book Co., 1930):201-2.
^Kraus, p. 86.
22

Paul Nagel, interview held at the Virginia Historical Society,
Richmond, Virginia, 13 February 1984.
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receded into the background again.

Also, the notice which he received

at this time was still as a Revolutionary leader. His most contro
versial years were quietly ignored.
In 1834, George Bancroft published the first volume of his
History of the United States of America From The Discovery of the
Continent. Bancroft was a Jacksonian who reflected the belief in
Manifest Destiny, the prevailing philosophy of his time.

23

He has

O/

been called the ''Father of American History"

and "the ablest repre

sentative of the second generation of American historians who dealt
with the revolution."
Bancroft's History was important to the study of the Adams
image because it was the most influential work of its time.

The way

Bancroft dealt with Adams was instructive because again, the picture
was of Adams, the revolutionary, and not Adams, the whole man.

As a

result, the image was again not that of the complete Adams but of the
part of the man which was acceptable to a Jacksonian.

The whole pic

ture remained obscure through this second generation, if one wanted to
know about the complete life of John Adams, yet it was positive if one
wanted to understand the early Adams.
Bancroft's History attempted a comprehensive treatment of the
American experience on a grand scale.

Within this grand scale, Ban

croft used the main characters of the Revolutionary period as spokes
men for the themes he was promulgating.

This method pointed out the

23
Harvey Wish, The American Historian (New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1960), p. 86.
^Rraus, p. 127.
25
Page Smith, "David Ramsay and the Causes of the American
Revolution," William & Mary Quarterly 17 (1960):60.
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mood of his generation and also made heroic figures of the men he used
as his spokesmen.

Adams was one of these spokesmen.

Bancroft organized his History around certain themes which
would reveal the unfolding continuity of human experience.

26

For Ban

croft, the theme was one of a nation united by the cannon devotion of
its people to the principles of a free society.

Through this he was

able to work in his belief in American nationalism and the role the
common man had played in the dramatic progress of mankind.

Not only

was Bancroft devoted to the glory which had taken place on American
soil, but he meant that this glory should shine out upon the rest of
the world.

The theme was the epitome of Jacksonian Democracy— that

belief in the untutored wisdom of the common man whose uninhibited
action would, guided by Providence, create the good society.
Adams spoke out for this theme.

27

With "a heart that burned for

his country's welfare," he called upon "the whole experience of the
human race" to "witness that" through this struggle "the world was
28
advancing toward the establishment of popular power."
Adams, along
with the later Bancroft, saw the settlement of America "as the opening
of a grand scene and design in Providence for the illumination of the
ignorant and the emancipation of the slavish part of mankind all over
29
the earth."

Bancroft reminded Americans, through Adams, of the won-

26
John Higham, The Reconstruction of American History (London:
Hutchinson University Library, 1963), p. 15.
27Ibid., p. 85.
28
George Bancroft, History of the United States of America From
The Discovery of the Continent, 6 vols. (New York: D. Appleton and Co.,

1885),' 3: 1'43.

---------------------

29Ibid., 3:95.
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derful mission they were accomplishing.

It was a necessary reminder

for the country had been through a period of political strife, weakness
of national spirit, conflicting localisms, and confusion about the
meaning and purpose of the nation.

By using Adams, Bancroft was able

to point out the importance of unity, for the Revolutionary Adams had
stood for the beliefs which Bancroft wanted to reenforce.

At a time

of conflict and division, Bancroft, through men such as Adams, con
sistently reminded Americans of the beliefs they held in common.

He

was a high priest of American nationality who used the past as proof
of the national mission.

In the quest of earlier Americans for their

goals, Bancroft had found a symbol of national purpose which was bound
only by the hopes of mankind.

30

Bancroft's history met a need.

He concentrated heavily on the

Revolution and in the history of that struggle all Americans, however
else divided, shared a great pride.
tration also helped the Adams

31

This heavy Revolutionary concen

image, for Bancroft's Jacksonian view

point did not find the latter, and more conservative, Adams attractive.
Because he filled three volumes (Volumes II, III, and IV) with infor
mation concerning the period in which Adams stood for human rights,
the overall picture of Adams was positive.

In Volumes V and VI, when

Adams began to show his more conservative side, Bancroft voiced some
criticism but this criticism was limited.

The most noticeable aspect

of these later volumes was the decrease in comments about Adams.

Where

Bancroft had often used Adams as a spokesman in the earlier volumes, he
30
Daniel J. Boorstin, The Americans: The National Experience
(New York: Vintage Books, 1965), p. 373; and Bancroft, 3:143, 144,
4:332, 334.
31

Higham, Reconstruction, p. 47.
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now neglected to mention Adams's role in events in which Adams had
participated.
For Bancroft history was the working of Divine Wisdom and God's
eternal principles were discoverable through its study.

The Revolution

was part of God's plan; it was intended for the edification of man and
the improvement of society.

Bancroft had an openly polemical tone in

his work but it was there for a purpose.

His purpose was to instruct

his confused countrymen in the lessons of the past.

To Bancroft the

era of the Revolution was the opening act of the extraordinary drama
of Anerican democracy.
his history.

Therefore, he heavily emphasized this event in

In the process, he became an unconscious myth-maker.

32

The image of John Adams was a recipient of this action.
High praise resounded throughout Volume IV for John Adams.
One tribute to Adams covered three pages.

This tribute sunned up

Adams's frame of mind in the spring of 1776; it was written after Ban
croft finished a long discussion of the guiding role Adams played in
pushing Anerica along the path to independence.

Adams was "humane and

frank, generous, and clement" a man who "was the hammer and not the
anvil" for "he never knew what fear was."

He hated "intolerance in all

its forms" and loved "civil liberty as the glory of man and the best
evidence and the best result of civilization."

In this great task to

which he was committed, "all the noblest parts of his nature were
33
called into the fullest exercise."

For Bancroft, Adams, at one with

all men, became the agent through which Providence worked the plan for
the realization of freedom for the American people.

The development

^Smith, William and Mary Quarterly 17:60-61.
■^Bancroft, 4:332-34.
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of Adams into a myth corresponded to Adams's unfolding of the plan for
liberty.

Since he was a leader in the cause for freedom, Bancroft was

able to glorify him as a benefactor of the aspirations of the cannon
man.
There were numerous other passages in which Bancroft portrayed
Adams as a Jacksonian man.

Adams was a man who proclaimed the original

34
35
rights of the people
and fought for the welfare of his fellow man
through the establishment of a nation which was built upon republican
quality.

36

Here was the revolutionary Adams who had none of the aristo

cratic taint for which he had been scorned by his contemporaries.

Adams

emerged as a man who was devoted to the American mission, to unity, and
to the people.

Placed at the head of the united people, Adams 'Medi

tated in solitude upon the lead which he had assumed in sunmoning so
many populous and opulent colonies to rise from the state of subjection
into that of independent republics."

Adams "did not shirk" from his

duty, for he responded to those who called upon his advice in the con37

struction of "constitutions for future millions."
Bancroft contributed two aspects to the Adams

image.

He

certainly enhanced Adams's early reputation but he added to the frag
mentation and confusion of the image of the later Adams.

Because he

stressed so heavily the role of Adams in the Revolution, the image was
brought from obscurity to a positive place, but the complete man was
not there.

Bancroft had made Adams a hero of the Revolution who was

^Ibid., 3:144.
35Ibid., 4:332.
36-rv. ,
Ibid., 4:333.
37TK.,
Ibid., 4:344.
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politely ignored when he could no longer be used as a figure which
taught the lessons of history with its themes of unity and the mission
of America.

The leading Jacksonian historian saw the early Adams as an

embodiment of Jacksonian ideals.

The later Adams was left for future

generations to discuss.
The image emerging from this period was not clear.

Both Ramsay

and Bancroft had discussed Adams's Revolutionary contributions.

Ramsay

had been a careful Federalist in his praise while Bancroft had used
Adams as the spokesman for his Jacksonian beliefs.

Both men, as

divergent as they were in their political beliefs, had seen the impor
tance of history as a method for educating Americans.

They both had

been dedicated to the ideas of unity and nationalism.

For them John

Adams's importance lay in his years as a Revolutionary Patriot.

His

image, therefore, was not fully developed; years of his life remained
ignored.
In 1856 Charles Francis Adams published the Works of John Adams.
This affected the Adams image in several ways.

It was beneficial in

that it compiled Adams's political theory, certain of his letters and
a biography into a set to which the public could have access.

This

publication, therefore, made portions of the life of John Adams avail
able for public consumption.

The negative feature of this publication

steamed from the fact that Charles Francis Adams edited the collection
in order to preserve what he considered to be the honor of the family.
A true picture of the man, therefore, was not presented.

Although

Charles Francis was a gifted and painstaking editor, he was unwilling
to break through the crust of Victorian propriety and let his grand

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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father appear in all of his impetuosity.

38

He excluded important let

ters, such as the ones to Cunningham and many of the ones to Rush, which
shed a great deal of light upon important areas of Adams's life.

The

self-restraint of Charles Francis Adams, therefore, could not begin to
portray the full personality of John Adams.

Adams's image was still

hard to grasp under the layers of respectability.

Although more facts

had been presented, the image still remained partially blurred.

38
L. H. Butterfield, ed., The Book of Abigail and John:
Selected Letters of the Adams Family, 1762-1784 (Cambridge; Harvard
University Press, 1975), p. 11.
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CHAPTER I I I

THE ADAMS IMAGE IN POST-CIVIL WAR AMERICA
The decades which followed the Civil War and Reconstruction
are often referred to as "The Gilded Age."

These years witnessed an

imposing industrial growth, massive immigration, labor and agrarian
unrest, and a new manifest destiny which brought the nation a colonial
empire.

Nationalism vied with Social Darwinism and scientific materi

alism as the official mode of thought.

It is hardly surprising that

John Adams remained an obscure figure, for such an environment would
have seemed as alien to him as it did to his great grandsons, Brooks
and Henry Adams.
John Bach McMaster reflected many of the values of the age.
He was an amateur historian who wrote a multi-volume account of the
national development from the Revolution to the Civil War.

Like many

of the historians of his period, he had no formal training beyond a
regular college education.

He secured an appointment to teach his

tory after he had made a public reputation by writing it.^

He wrote

with a northeastern point of view and was influenced by the nation
alist conceptions which followed the Civil War.

A definite conserva

tive, McMaster embodied a White Anglo-Saxon Protestant viewpoint con^John Higham, History: Professional Scholarship in America
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1983), p. 150.
28
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ceming industrial, financial, social, and ethnic issues.

2

He wrote

as a national historian during the period in which a mood of sectional
reconciliation was softening the bitterness of the mid-nineteenth
century.

This led him to utilize, as a dominant theme, the forging of

national unity and power in the midst of sectional diversities.
Looking back, in the aftermath of the war, at earlier American history
he saw it as a story of nationalizing principles which had overcome
3

the individual interests of groups or sections.

His history gave

coherence to the sentiment of nationalism.
Yet McMaster1s A History of the People of the United States
From The Revolution To The Civil War also forged a new direction, for
this work was concerned with the social aspects of history rather than
with the emphasis which previous historians had put on political and
military developments.

McMaster broadened the boundaries of histor

ical inquiry by offering a starting point for the development of a
social-history school in America.^ While other writers of this period
were narrating the political and constitutional history of the postRevolutionary period, McMaster's volume emerged.

With its broad sub

ject matter, it was a unique contribution and was recognized as such."*
He made the life of the people his grand, distinctive theme, and he

2

Richard Bofstadter, The Progressive Historians (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), pp. 24-27, 193.
3

Higham, Professional Scholarship, pp. 151-52.
^Michael Kraus, The Writing of American History (Norman:
University of Cklahoma Press, 1953), p. 5.
"*Ibid., p. 218.
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wrote in the belief that no nation had ever before advanced so grandly
in material prosperity and moral sensibility.^
McMaster’s approach, however, led to problems when he considered
John Adams.

Several factors contributed to this difficulty.

McMaster

tried to meet the new criteria which was being developed by the
scientific-school of historians.

He determined to write objective his

tory in a scientific manner, rather than relying upon the studied pat
terns of romantic history, with its emphasis upon great historical
figures.

Even though he did not completely succeed, he further con

fused the overall picture of John Adams.

He claimed to be totally

objective and this added even more confusion for he oscillated from
one opinion to another.

His faith in evolutionary progress also man

aged to obscure his subjects because it enabled him to believe that he
could objectively judge the actions and standards of earlier times
from the summit of his own historical period.^ There were contradic
tions in McMaster's work and these contradictions led to an unclear
picture of John Adams.
McMaster's style of writing added another problem to the study
of the Adams

image.

He did most of his research by paging through

newspaper files chronologically and then transcribing or paraphrasing
their accounts of events.

He also dealt with sweeping and general

themes through which he could teach lessons from the past and develop,
O

in his public, an admiration for the present social order.

His

Higham, Professional Scholarship, p. 155.
^Ibid., p. 157.
g

Harvey Wish, The American Historian (New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1960), p. 140.
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belief in inevitable progress and geographic determinism were added to
a strong nationalism and fervent espousal of Manifest Destiny.

When

all these points of view were added to his desire to write a history
which encompassed all of ordinary American life, the result was a
"rambling, topical approach" to history which left much of the material
9

poorly integrated.

This made an analysis of McMaster's treatment of

John Adams difficult.

As a defender of the Federalist tradition,

McMaster approved of Adams.

But his work contained contradictions which

made it virtually impossible to find a clear image of the second Feder
alist President.
Throughout Volumes I and II, McMaster mentioned Adams often.
On the first page of Volume I, he spoke of America at the end of the
Revolution as the "America of Washington and A d a m s . T h e r e was a
sense, from the beginning, that McMaster venerated Adams, for he
described in detail the courage of the New Englander in meeting the
trials which he faced as minister to France, the Netherlands, and
England.

McMaster considered the choice of Adams as Ambassador to

England "a most happy one" for "of all the men in the service of the
republic, he alone was, by nature and by experience, fitted for the
p l a c e . Y e t , in this same passage, the problems which confused the
Adams's image began; it became quite clear, in the next sentence, that
McMaster was using his praise of Adams in order to derogate other
prominent figures of the period.

The New England Federalist was to

^Ibid., p. 137.
^John Bach McMaster, A History of the People of the United
States From The Revolution To The Civil War, 8 vols. (New York; D.
Appleton & Co., 1883), 1:1.
11Ibid., 1:223.
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McMaster little more than a symbol by which he could condemn the Jeffersonian Republicans.

12

Not only were the Jeffersonian Republicans

portrayed in an unflattering manner; also condemned was anyone who
opposed in any manner the author's conception of nationalism.

McMaster

believed in the importance of unity and nationalism; he would not tol
erate anyone who did anything which might be injurious to these ideals.
Jefferson was the ultimate transgressor but McMaster also criticized
Hamilton, whom he greatly revered, when Hamilton tried to prevent Adams
from becoming Vice-President.

He wrote that Hamilton, in his desire to

defeat Adams "made use of tricks and statements that have left a dark
13
stain upon his character."

The point of this comment was not that

Adams, as a person, should have been supported.

It was that Adams was

the choice of the Federalists for Vice-President and, therefore, that
unity of thought should not have been disturbed by Hamilton.

In the

process of glorifying the idea of unity, Adams, the man, was unimpor
tant.
The picture of Adams was varied in Volume I.

In one instance,

McMaster praised Adams calling him a "stanch (sic) Federalist."^4

In

another, he attacked the Defence, especially the phrase "the rich and
the well-born.

McMaster believed that this phrase was used by the

Jeffersonian Republicans as a contemptuous nickname for the Federalists.
At this point it became clear that McMaster's nationalism dictated the
way he portrayed Adams.

The Federalists represented the saviors of the

12Ibid.
13Ibid., 1:530.
14Ibid., 1:391.
15Ibid., 1:469.
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nation at the end of the Revolution.

As long as Adams performed as

part of the group, which McMaster saw as dedicated to the good of the
whole, then he was commended.

When he was a liability to that group,

Adams was chastised.
In Volume II McMaster detailed countless newspaper accounts
concerning the war of words which surrounded Adams's election to the
presidency.

The reader became lost, however, among the diatribes

aimed at Adams and Jefferson by the partisan presses.

McMaster's view

point was difficult to interpret because he quoted both sides at length
without providing any analysis of his extensive quotations.

McMaster

eventually revealed his prejudices by quoting a letter written by
Fisher Ames to Christopher Gore on 17 December 17%.

In this letter

Ames commented on Jefferson's shrewdness during the election.

This

shrewdness, according to Ames, was reflected by Jefferson's refusal to
have friends help him win the presidency.

In saying that he could not

oppose Adams, Jefferson really became the victor, in the long-run,
because he would be able to "go quietly on, affecting zeal for the
people" which would enable him to "balance the power of Adams with his
own."

Both Ames and McMaster saw a deep design under Jefferson's sur

face benignity.

This design would lead, in the long run, to conflict

between the president and vice-president.
turn, lead to disunity.

16

This conflict would, in

Conflict was anathema to McMaster.

Unity

was important and, for McMaster, Federalist unity was the guiding idea.
The Republicans were, at this time, "the party of violence, of disorder,
of mob r u l e . 7
16Ibid., 2:307.
17Ibid., 2:310.
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McMaster also saw the presidency as a symbol of unity for the
nation.

In speaking of Adams's role in the French war crisis, he

stated that the president was in command and must be obeyed.

But the

president was chastised when he lost his temper; "stubborn and perverse
18
in the extreme,"
he almost allowed war to develop with France.

Adams

had let his personality affect his judgment and this was unacceptable
for it belittled the office of the president.

During the discussion

of Adams's difficulties with his cabinet, McMaster again stated his
belief in the necessity of government officials supporting the presi
dent.

The cabinet was loyal to Hamilton and not to Adams, the man who

was the embodiment of the office of president.

This was destructive of

the unity which was necessary to the survival of nationalism.

19

McMaster condemned Adams for supporting the sedition law be
cause he saw that law as the beginning of defeat for the Federalists.
The defeat of Federalism was a blow against the nation because
McMaster considered the Federalists responsible for the formation of
the nation under the constitution.

"From the day the bill became law,

20

the Federal party went steadily down to ruin."

This ruin resulted

in the election of 1800 when, even though "the secondary leaders and
the great mass of the people were as devoted to Adams as in the bright
days of 1798,

21

Adams and the Federalists were defeated and the Re-

publicans, the party of disorder,

22

were victorious.

18Ibid., 2:428.
19Ibid., 2:450.
20Ibid., 2:397.
21Ibid., 2:494.
22Ibid., 2:300.
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McMaster's work is difficult to analyze.

The image of Mans is

lost amidst the confusion of paraphrased newspaper accounts.

McMaster

rarely presented an analysis of the president that was concise and
clearly organized.

He left the reader to wade through the conflicting

comments with few clear-cut ideas to guide him.

Often, McMaster stated

his viewpoint through these paraphrased or fully quoted statements but
they were often so lengthy that the reader tended to lose the point.
The overall picture of Adams was positive.

Yet, the overwhelming idea

that emerged from the pages of A History of the People of the United
States From The Revolution To The Civil War was the subordination of
personality to the purpose of recounting "how under the benign influ
ence of liberty and peace, there sprang up, in the course of a single
23
century, a prosperity unparailed in the annals of human affairs."

2^
In order to show the "splendid progress" of the United States,
McMaster made prominent men a backdrop upon which the actions of the
time were re-enacted.

Because John Mams had contributed to that

"splendid progress," McMaster portrayed him in a positive manner but
there was no room for the celebration of the individual in McMaster's
work.

Mams was not portrayed as a full person; he was simply a focal

point around which specific, more important, events occurred.

The

fact that McMaster was writing a history of the Anerican people pre
cluded his extensive analysis of Mams.

The image was, therefore,

still obscure and the man was still buried under the weight of the
period in which he lived.

23Ibid., 1:2.
ft/

Eric F. Goldman, John Bach McMaster: American Historian
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1943), pp. 124-25.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

36
Edward Charming's A History of the United States is important
to this study for two reasons.

Charming was an example of the histor

ian who acted as a transitional figure.

Classified as a scientific

historian, he also paid heed to the new economic interpretation which
was part of the newly emerging Progressive thought.
fore, was representative of more than one style.

His history, there

John Higham has noted

that Charming's history was in one respect more old-fashioned than
orthodox scientific thought and in another respect more modem.

Chan-

ning "gave much more attention to the role and traits of leading indi
viduals than a true institutionalist would have done" and yet, he also
'Modified the conservative, institutional approach under the influence
of new ideas being advanced by the reformers in the historical profes25
sion."

Thus, his role as a transitional historian and his in-depth

analysis of personalities led him to view the image of John Adams in
far greater detail than earlier historians had done.

For this reason,

especially, Channing is important to this study.
Charming, however, did represent common historical ideas of his
time.

Michael Kraus saw Channing as one of the "finest products of the

'scientific school'" and as such, (banning "combined in himself its
best, as well as its worst features.

He was a strong nationalist" and

"he could be objectively critical in weighing events" yet "deliberately
26
personal in measuring men."

27
Channing's "record of an evolution"

25
Higham, Professional Scholarship, p. 169.
^Kraus, p. 232.
27
Edward Channing, A History of the United States, 6 vols.
(New York: The MacMillan Co., 1925), l:vi.
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was "the most ambitious and in some ways, the crowning result of the
28
conservative evolutionist approach to American history."
Channing's personal view of history, however, was the key facet
of his work which makes him an essential part of this study.

He was a

master at evaluating historical figures succinctly.

He drew wonderful

vignettes of prominent figures throughout his work.

He also felt that

some individuals changed the course of events and exerted an influence
but were at the same time victims of chance.

29

He, therefore, used

this belief and attempted a psychological approach when dealing with
individuals in his A History of the United States. The product of this
interest in the individual historical personage led to a cornucopia of
personal comments regarding John Adams.
Although Channing was a democrat in politics, his inclination
was in the direction of the Federalists.

30

Yet, because he could see

both viewpoints, he was a master at understanding Adams.

He had a

wonderfully kind understanding of the different aspects of this con
fusing and seemingly contradictory man.

He tried to delve into Adams’s

mind:
The perusal of hundreds of pages of printed matter and a mass
of manuscripts has served to relieve John Adams of much of the
prejudice that an acquaintance with the annals of his earlier life
and the most unfortunate literary performance of his later years
had left on the writer's mind. . . . Looking backward, the histor
ical student finds himself wondering as to whether Adams was not
gravely misunderstood by his contemporaries and by many who have
come after him.31
28
Higham, Professional Scholarship, p. 169.
29

John A. DeNovo, "Edward Channing’s 'Great Work' Twenty Years
After," Mississippi Valley Historical Review 39 (September 1952), 2:
261.
30Wish, p. 128.
3^Channing, 4:182, 199.
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Here was evidence that a historian had tried to understand what moti
vated Adams, and the Adams studied was the whole man.

Also interesting

was the fact that Channing's approval of Adams increased as he under
stood the responsibilities of the diplomat, vice-president and presi
dent.

Other historians had previously treated Adams as a Revolutionary

hero and either ignored his later involvement or presented a confusing
discussion of the later period.

In the process of analyzing Adams as a

Revolutionary, statesman, political theorist, and executive Channing
developed, for the first time, a clear image of John Adams.
A key element in Channing's approach to Adams was the author's
belief that the individual was a victim of chance even though he was
able to influence events.

Also important was Channing's ideathat "the

most important single fact of our development has been
32
the forces of union over those of particularism."
New England Federalist as a nationalist.

the victoryof

Channing saw the

He ignored the fact that Adams

felt the republican form of government was only suitable for a smaller
unit of government— specifically, the states.

John Adams came late to

nationalism but Channing did not see him in this manner.

For Channing,

he had helped bring about the unity the author believed in.

Because

Adams had played such a key role in this process, Channing used him
as a key figure in Volumes III and IV of his work.
Volume III covered the period from 1761-1789. In the earlier
pages of this volume Channing used Adams to reinforce his own convic
tions.

He disliked Franklin.

In his comparison of the remarks of

Adams and Franklin on the Boston Tea Party, the latter's image suffered
^Ibid., 4:v-vi.
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while Adams's statement that it was "the most magnificent movement of
all" won Channing's approval.

33

In dealing with the Declaration of

Independence, Channing took pains to portray the mastery and management
which was necessary to bring about independence.

Adams emerged as a

leader in the political battle; Channing saw him as one of a handful of
men who, by shrewd tactics, brought about the desired approval of
Congress.

34

The depth of Channing's analysis increased when he turned his
attention to Adams's role in Europe.

In this section Channing began

his slow evolution of an argument for understanding the pressures John
Adams faced.

Throughout Adams's years abroad, the image drawn by Chan

ning was of a man who was constantly being thrown into situations for
which his Massachusetts background had not prepared him.
was always there along with his unbending virtue.

His integrity

Although Channing

saw history as a story of compromise, he was understanding of this fel
low New Englander who had increasing difficulty with the art of compro
mise.

Adams was Channing's conscience in the field of diplomacy.

This

was apparent in the author's discussion of the argument about the pay
ment of debts to Britain after the war.

"If his countrymen owed money,"

35
stated Adams, "as honest men they ought to pay it."

Adams also

represented Channing's view in the discussion of the fisheries question
because Adams, "as a New Englander, realized the great importance of
the fishing industry."

Throughout the discussion of Adams as a

33Ibid., 3:133.
^Ibid., 3:200-2.
35Ibid., 3:365.
36Ibid., 3:365-66
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diplomat, Channing described him in favorable terms.

He summarized the

importance of Adams and the need for unity in these discussions.

As

Ambassador to the Court of St. James, Adams was unable to accomplish
anything because of the lack of unity in America.
about this difficulty and played upon it.

The English knew

Channing believed that unity

was a rung on the evolutionary ladder of history; Adams recognized the
need for unity and, therefore, was a good spokesman for Channing's
beliefs.37
Volume IV had as its theme the "transition from the old order"
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to that of the new 'Vnodes
38
of thought and action" of "our own time."
Within this framework,
Adams was dissected, discussed, and considered because he stood for so
many of the values which were constantly changing.

Channing became

even less scientifically objective and more involved in the process of
vindicating the man.

Much was written regarding the Adams-Jefferson

relationship, the Adams personality, and the Adams writings concerning
monarchy.
Channing used the Adams-Jefferson friendship as an underlying
theme for many of the situations which surrounded Adams.

He discussed

their closeness when he spoke of Jefferson's praise of the first
volume of the Defence in 1788.

During the Adams's presidency, how-

ever, they ceased to consult each other;

39

Channing felt this was

unfortunate,for Adams needed Jefferson's aid especially during the
French war crisis.

Channing speculated on what problems could have

37Ibid., 3:283, 466.
38Ibid., 4:2.
3^Ibid., 4:41, 46.
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been avoided if Adams and Jefferson had "worked together in a non
partisan administration; how different the history of the next few years
might have been."4^

He downplayed the idea of a personal rift and por

trayed it as one of a political nature which was brought about by the
Hamiltonians, on the one hand, and the Republicans, on the other.
Chance had placed Adams and Jefferson in the middle; it was obvious
from a letter Adams wrote to Jefferson in March 1801 that "Adams had
no particular feeling of grievance against Jefferson."4^The Hamiltonians also figured prominently in Channing's discus
sion of Adams.

From his election as vice-president to his defeat in

1800, Adams was depicted as a man caught by impossible circumstances
and buffeted by chance.

The suspicion of the military, the machina

tions of Hamilton, and Adams's knack for saying the wrong thing were
added to the unfortunate state of Franco-American relations.
/o
combined to try Adams's very soul.

These all

The schism and conflict which surrounded Adams was, in the eyes
of Channing, inevitable given the circumstances of the time.

Adams was

supposed to be the spokesman of the Federalists but they looked to
Hamilton for leadership.

Adams did not have a personality which enabled

him to work with Jefferson and Hamilton.
to militarism in the form of an army.
Washington.
sides.

He personified the opposition

His cabinet was inherited from

The Republicans opposed him.

Thus, Adams was beset on all

Channing pointed out some of the strategic blunders he made;

these were a result of the situation but also added to the conflict
^°Ibid., 4:181.
41Ibid., 4:243.
42Ibid., 4:151-52, 170, 171.
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which surrounded him.

Yet, Channing1s dominant theme in this section

was that the Federalists were responsible for destroying the unity which
should have surrounded the president; for Channing, this was unfor/ O

givable.

Although Channing discussed Adams's weaknesses as presi

dent, it was obvious that he believed Adams could have been successful
if he had been supported.
This willingness to lode below the surface where Adams was con
cerned and to even make excuses for Adams, was a striking aspect of
Channing's portrayal of Adams.

Humanistic in this approach, he was

unwilling to castigate the man.

A picture of naivete emerged and

Adams, under the sympathetic and understanding pen of Channing, became
a human being rather than an historical personage to be judged in the
harsh light of hindsight.
sympathetically.

His triumphs and his despair were treated

His handling of the French war crisis was misunder

stood by following generations who, Channing believed, did not see the
diplomatic game Adams was playing.

44

More than anything, his courage

during this crisis compelled Channing's admiration.

Adams's order to

the Conmissioners to proceed "aroused a storm of obloquy such as few
American statesmen have had to face and stands now as one of the most
notable acts of a remarkable man."

Yet, Channing felt that Adams had

"experienced to the full that ingratitude for past services that is the
fate of public men on their fall from p o w e r . I n Channing's mind,
Adams was unable to change the tide of fortune with which Federalists
and Republicans alike had swamped him.

He was a man who was beset by

43Ibid., 4:179-81.
^Ibid., 4:199.
45Ibid., 4:205-6.
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events over which he had no control.
readers understand this fact.

Charming's task was to help his

Through this understanding a more favor

able view of Adams emerged.
Charming's work enhanced the image of John Adams.

The New

Ehgland statesman emerged as a more complete personality; therefore,
the image was no longer that of an uncompleted life.
personalized his analysis of Adams.

Charming also

He brought out his subject's human

qualities and also developed an understanding of the period in which
Adams struggled with the different problems which existed.

This led to

a positive acceptance, on the author's part, of John Adams as a human
being who was an important part of American history but who had been
greatly misunderstood by his own and succeeding generations.
was the image blurred and confused.

No longer

No longer was it negative.

For

scholars and amateurs alike, Charming contributed greatly to a nascent
interest in John Adams by historians of the twentieth century.
Thus, with the historians of the Post-Civil War years, the
Adams

image began to change.

McMaster had been dedicated to the

glorification of the "splendid progress" of the whole.

He had, there

fore, not portrayed Adams in-depth for he had no rocm in his scheme for
the glorification of individuals.
end of the American Revolution.
Adams was not presented.
tive, the Adams

He also began his history with the
Therefore, a complete picture of

Although McMaster's treatment was not nega

image remained obscure.

Edward (banning changed this

situation and, for the first time, the image of John Adams emerged in a
clearer light.

More areas of Adams's public life were discussed.

image was, therefore, more fully developed.

The

Adams was now portrayed as

a man who gave years of his life to many facets of the American cause,
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and he was also seen as a complex historical figure who deserved much
further study.

Charming did not analyze, to any extent, Adams's impor

tance as a political theorist or as a constitutionalist.

Although the

image was greatly improved, there remained other areas of John Adams
which were still in need of further study.
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CHAPTER IV
THE THRESHOLD OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY:
THE PROGRESSIVE IMAGE OF JOHN ADAMS
Correa Moylan Walsh was chosen to represent this period because
his book, The Political Science of John Adams, was the first fulllength study of the political philosophy of Adams.
had previously attempted such an analysis.

No other scholar

The book was not merely an

account of what John Adams thought and how he came to think as he did,
it was also an exposition of the author's own political creed.^
At the end of the nineteenth century the modem university had
created a new setting for historical writing.

Out of this setting

Progressive history arose reflecting the changes in styles of thought
that had developed since the end of the nineteenth century.

These

changes had brought about a more active and sympathetic viewpoint
toward political and social change.

The previous generation had

viewed history through the perspectives set by events surrounding the
Civil War and Reconstruction.

The Progressives, however, had grown up

with the Industrial Revolution.

They felt the urgency of the problems
2
created by industrial America and by the depression of the 1890s.
^Evarts B. Greene, "Review of 'The Political Science of John
Adams' by Correa Moylan Walsh," Mississippi Valley Historical Review
2 (June 1915-March 1916):575-76.
2
Richard Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), pp. 39-42.
45
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This sense of urgency was reflected in their desire to widen the scope
of history by relating it to the present and linking it with the social
sciences.

Their broad sympathy with the idea of reform brought about

an attitude toward change and continuity which reflected a vivid sense
that a turning point had arrived in the American experience.

They

wanted to participate in this transformation and explain it.

Accordingly,

they studied history with more interest in interpreting change than in
3

articulating continuity.
The Progressive school placed an emphasis upon environment and
change.

They associated the European heritage with reactionary elements

which resisted the life-giving farces of change.4

This facet was impor

tant to the discussion of Walsh's image of John Adams because he saw
Adams's years in Europe as a period in which the New England statesman
deserted his American republican principles and became a reactionary.^
To the Progressives the kind of change which was most important
was that which developed out of conflicts of interests and clashes of
purpose.

Higham has noted that "to be progressive was to believe that

the progress of society was neither automatic nor secure but had to be
won at every step over entrenched opposition."

Walsh wrote his book

in order to help American society progress by understanding that the
theory of mixed and balanced government was obsolete.

He pointed out

what he believed was the anachronism of the American form of government
3

John Higham, History: Professional Scholarship in America
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1$83), p. 171.
4Ibid., p. 172.
^Correa Moylan Walsh, The Political Science of John Adams
(Freeport, New York: Books For Libraries Press Reprint, 1969), pp.
224-25.
^Higham, p. 172.
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by analyzing John Adams's theories of mixed government and the bicameral
system.^ Walsh felt that Adams's theories had been influential in the
development of the system which was in need of change if America were
to progress.
Hie belief in progress led to a vision of America which was
different from the nationalism of conservative scholars.

America was

viewed as constantly in flux, full of real and vital conflicts between
contending groups.

It was less stable and more deeply divided than the

America of the conservatives.

It was a nation that had progressed and

achieved its own uniqueness by breaking away from the bonds of the past.
The essential meaning of America, therefore, was construed differently
by the Progressives.

The meaning inhered not so much in the achieve

ment of national unity as in a continuing struggle toward democracy.
Significantly, the emergence of the Progressive school coincided with
O

a growth in popularity of the main symbols of American democracy.
This did not signify a positive period for the image of John Adams.
Seen as an aristocrat who, fearing democracy, relegated it to only one
of the three branches in his system of government,

9

Adams was not an

attractive figure for the Progressives.
Correa Walsh was a Progressive who had little use for John
Adams or his political theory.

The Federal Constitution "produced

at a moment of reaction" in America "failed to put into practice" the
"revolutionary doctrine which Jefferson" had "inserted in the Declar
ation of Independence.

This revolutionary doctrine would have

^ Walsh, p. iii.
^Higham, p. 173.
^Walsh, p. 261.
10Ibid., pp. 223-24.
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enabled the people to change governments for serious and permanent rea
sons.

The American Federal system of government could only be changed

through a process that was difficult and involved.

Because reaction

aries had been in control during the constitutional period, change was
made difficult and the system was hamstrung by outmoded theories.
saw John Adams as one of the leaders of the reactionaries.^

Walsh

That was

the basis for his desire to expose Adams's political theory as one which
no longer must exert any influence upon the American system of goverment.
In his book, Walsh distinguished three periods in Adams's poli
tical theory.

The first period, which he spent seven pages discus

sing, "was a period of democratic revolt, in which Adams . . . held
what were called 'revolutionary principles'." This was the period of
Adams's active leadership in the revolutionary movement and in the
formation of the new state constitutions such as the Massachusetts
Constitution of 1780.
depth.

12

Walsh did not discuss this first period in

His major interest was in Adams's second period which Walsh

called his "theoretical period."

At the beginning of this period Adams

had already been "long absent from the country and its practical
affairs" yet "he was engaged in defending the state constitutions
against the criticism of radical writers . . . and against the spread
of the ideas of Franklin and Thomas Paine." He was, at the same time,
13
"advocating improvements of a directly contrary nature."
Walsh spent

12Ibid., pp. 3-5.

An interesting note here is the fact that
Walsh saw Adams as becoming Aristocratic when he was in Europe but he
had this first period overlap the first European sojourn of Adams;
Adams wrote the Massachusetts Constitution of 1780 after he had re
turned from Europe for the first time.
^Ibid., p. 3.
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three-fourths of his book discussing this period.

According to the

author this was the period in which Adams made his most important con
tributions as a political writer.

The third period was a time

of recantation from his advanced and solitary position, in which he
. . . renounced and denounced the extraneous views which had
rendered him unpopular, retaining most of his opinions . . . to
save his face.I**
Walsh then discussed the subsequent history of the theory, compared
Adans*s theory with Calhoun's, discussed bicameralism, and then gave
his own personal view as to how the United States Senate should be re
organized into a body which functioned as an advisory council.

The

bonk was an excellent analysis of two of Adams's major works.

It was

also a platform from which Walsh could give suggestions for making
changes in the American political structure.

He believed that the

expanding social needs of the country made these changes necessary.
The first period encompassed the years from 1765 to 1786.

This

was a period of prolific writing for Adams which included Dissertation
on Canon and Feudal Law (1765), Novanglus (1774), and Thoughts on
Government (1776).

These works were briefly mentioned.

Walsh con

sidered Mams to be, in those olays, one of the "new men" who sought to
break the monopoly of the old ruling class.^

But he gave scant atten

tion to Mams's thoughts regarding independence, ecjuality, legitimacy
of government, or the "social compact."

He briefly discussed certain

early viewpoints held by Mams which were "forecasts of his later
dontrines." Among these was the idea that "a people cannot remain free
under a single legislative a s s e m b l y . T h e section was entitled
^Tbid., p. 4.
^Ibid., p. 6.
16Ibid., pp. 9-10.
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"Early Democratic Views" but Walsh limited the picture of Adams as a
democrat; he considered Adams a republican rather than a democrat.

He

even referred to Adams as a republican when he discussed Adams's demo
cratic view regarding the danger of maintaining a permanent military
force.17
The second period encompassed the years from 1787 to 1800.
For this period Walsh analyzed the Defence of the Constitutions of
Government of the United States (1789), Discourses on Davila (1790),
Three Letters to Roger Sherman on the Constitution of the United States
(1789), and the Correspondence with Samuel Adams on the Subject of
Government (written in 1790 but published in 1802).
Walsh systematically approached these works of Adams with an
emphasis on the Defence and Davila. He said that Adams wrote the
Defence to defend "what he found good in the American State Constitu18
tions" and to recommend "necessary improvements."
Walsh wrote his
book for the same reason.
Walsh began this section with a discussion of Adams's division
and classification of governments.

He said Adams's most important

principle was the "division of the legislative department into three
19
branches."
There were many areas of this section which demonstrated
Walsh's argument with Adams's thought.

He pointed out Adams's incon-

sistency in describing the kinds of government and their definition.

20

Walsh then ascribed Adams's belief in a mixed government to his desire
17Ibid., p. 12.
18Ibid., p. 13.
19Ibid., p. 22.
20Ibid., p. 26.
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to bring about "a division of classes among the people."

If this oc

curred, then Mams could "turn the argument around and say that because
the people is heterogeneous and mixed, the government ought to be so

21

too."

In other words Mans would mold the situation to fit his needs.
Walsh pointed out the manipulation Mams employed in his writing.

He criticized him for taking parts of ideas and bending them to fit his
needs.

Mams would also come across an idea that agreed with his prin

ciples then jump to his conclusion, instead of gradually forming it in
a step-by-step process.
Walsh the most.

22

But Mams's a priori reasoning concerned

He, therefore, tried to assemble all the parts of this

reasoning with the intention of demolishing it with one blow.
this quite convincingly.
Walsh finished.

He did

Mams certainly seemed to be misguided when

As Walsh said, "Here again, however, he will not prove

23
clear or consistent."

Throughout the section Walsh struck down

Mams's arguments concerning simple government, the need for balance in
government, the control of aristocrats in government, and the struc
turing of the executive, legislative, and judicial departments.
Walsh's reasoning was careful and thorough in his criticism
of Mams's theory concerning executive power.

He maintained that Mams's

argument for the necessity of an executive veto was fallacious; the
veto "exceeds its purpose, since it may be used against mere laws that
are not encroachments, and thus enables the executive to block legi0/

slative desired by the people."

It also mixed "the executive with

21Ibid., p. 36.
22Ibid., p. 38.
2^Ibid., p. 45.
24Ibid., p. 81.
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the legislative, and thus violates the principle, laid down by Adams as
fundamental, of the separation of the three departments of govem25
ment."

There were two "fundamental criticisms" of this portion of

Adams's system.

One was that Adams desired 'Wire power in the execu

tive chief than is necessary for the balance."

The other was that of

"the exclusion of the legislature, in Adams's plan, from any inter
ference with the executive, except only by impeachment for misbe-

26

havior."

Walsh then set forth his reasons for disagreeing with

Adams's wish that the executive be given full power.

Although the

right of pardoning "belongs to the sovereign," it does not belong to
the executive, "because he is not the sovereign. . . . Sovereignty, in
a republic . . . is in the people in their constitution-making and
government-choosing capacity." The people should confer this power
upon the judiciary since pardoning is the reverse of sentencing and is,
therefore, a judicial matter.

27

As to Adams's desire that the power

of appointment be an executive function, this could only have one
meaning.

It meant that Adams approved the corrupt practice of

'Ministerial patronage which had in England grown into an immense
power." With this power, the executive would have a free hand in
influencing the legislature by his appointments.

28

As for the legislative branch, Adams again failed.

The

cardinal principle of his theory was "that the influence of the two
orders in society was to be constitutionally transplanted into the two
25Ibid., p. 83.
26Ibid., pp. 85, 87.
27Ibid., p. 102.
28Ibid., p. 111.
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branches of the legislature and there made equal."

The two branches

were not representative of the two orders of society.

"Even the lower

chamber was not to represent the whole of the lower classes; for he
wished to exclude the lowest."

There was no thorough execution of his

theory even when Adams had the opportunity to influence the new constitution.

29

There were many areas in which Adams's political theory had

left a legacy of problems for the American government.

According to

Walsh, this happened because "in Adams's scheme . . . the balance of
the three legislative branches is a total failure.

30

Walsh then turned to Adams's judicial theory.
many difficulties in Adams's scheme.
red to judicial review.

He again found

For dne thing Adams never refer

This was probably because he did not under

stand the importance of the judiciary's function as the branch which
would recognize the constitution as the supreme law and thereby declare
laws, which contravened it, unconstitutional.

31

Walsh felt that the

greatest defect in Adams's science of government was his underesti
mation of the importance of the judicial department.

If Adams had

understood the balancing role of the judiciary, then he would not have
had to manufacture the artificial system of balance between the
branches of the legislature.

The balance between the three natural

departments would have been sufficient.

Adams's argument for the

bicameral system was, therefore, fallacious.
this extra balance.

There was no need for

Adams's system of mixed government and

bicameralism was redundant and led to a deadlock of government.

32

29Ibid., pp. 142-43.
30Ibid., p. 169.
31Ibid., p. 172.
32Ibid., p. 179.
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Walsh then turned to Adams's neglect of the constitution.

He

felt that Adams had neglected the subject of the constitution as a body
of law enacted by the people.

Adams missed the whole idea of the force

of this constitution as a factor which would sustain the branches of
government.

33

Adams, because of "his absorption in contemplation of

the excellencies of the English system," was blind to a basic differ
ence in the American system.

In America the absolute sovereign, which

had unlimited power; was the people.

The people acted in its highest

legislative capacity accepting or rejecting a constitution which had
been drafted by a convention chosen only for that purpose.

Once

established the constitution remained the expression of the people's
will.

Adams missed the fact that the legislative body instituted by a

constitution was not a sovereign body.

It had limited powers and was

only an instructed deputy of the true sovereign.
theory was predicated upon false assumptions.

34

Again, Adams's

Walsh ended this sec

tion with a discussion of the amending process of the American Con
stitution.

In this section he pointed out the fact that the Consti

tution of the United States was "produced at a moment of reaction" and,
therefore, contained an amending

clausewhichrenderedthe process

almost impossible to carry out. This was caused

by asmall number of

reactionaries who wanted to obstruct reforms desired by the majority.
Adams, of course, was influential in this circle.

35

This influence had

left a difficult situation for the people; change had been difficult to
accomplish.

The system was dedicated to maintaining the status quo.

33Ibid., pp. 181-82.
^Ibid., pp. 192-93.
33Ibid., pp. 221-22.
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Walsh ended the discussion of Adams's second period by com
paring Adams's theories with those of other political philosophers.
Building a case for Adams's leanings toward monarchy and aristocracy,
Walsh began this discussion by stating that Adams believed that "all
the true principles had already been reduced to practice in England.

»36

He went on to state that "all of Adams's ideas were copied from other
authorities with whom Adams agreed." These were men such as Bolingbroke, Blackstone, DeLolme, and Montesquieu.

They were all expounders

of the theory of the English Constitution— at least as it was then
understood.

But it was not the English government that actually

existed which Adams praised.

The actual Ehglish Constitution differed

from the theory because the most efficient section of the government
was centered in or operated with the aid of the House of Commons.

Thus

Adams's model for the world was a government predominantly in one
assembly.

The British Constitution belied Adams's theory but he shut

37
his eyes to this
because he must have a balanced government upon
which to base his arguments against more democratic forms of govern
ment.

"It was . . . by no means an unjustifiable use of language to

38
class him as a monarchist."
elected President?

If he were a monarchist, why was he

Several factors contributed to the election of this

man who held such "alien views."

He kept silent concerning his belief

in hereditary rulers, as did Hamilton, Jay, and Gouvemeur Morris.
Yet, Walsh stated that the comparison of the "frankness and honesty
of Adams" with the "secretiveness and prevarication" of Hamilton and
36Ibid., p. 227.
3^Ibid., pp. 235-44.
33Ibid., p. 284.
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his followers "contributed to reconmend him to the people at large."
They knew Adams "would fight in the open" and that they could trust him.
Most importantly, "the fact of his election" proved that Americans "were
not yet so thoroughly democratic as they became." Adams, however, "got
his one election in the nick of time" during "a brief period of reaction
after the French republican excesses." After that he was swept aside.

39

The third period was a time of retirement from active politics.
According to Walsh, Adams returned to his earlier more democratic
beliefs.

This was probably a result of Adams's anxiety about his repu

tation because the purity of his republicanism had been in question for
some time.

This was a time of recantation and reconciliation.

Adams

"showed himself submissive to the American Constitution . . . and re
nounced and denounced the extraneous views which had rendered him un
popular."^

Adams reconciled with Jefferson and his son, John Quincy,

joined the republicans.

Adams spent the last period of his life

"sinking back into peace with the Republicans."4^
Throughout the final section of his bock Walsh pointed out the
ways in which Adams had influenced the Constitutional Convention.
"Views similar to his, if not directly borrowed from his bock . . .
were frequently presented in the Convention" by Randolph, Hamilton,
/O
Gouvemeur Morris, and to some degree by Madison.
Yet his influence
did not completely direct the more reactionary of these men, for Adams
had tried to provide a balance between the rich and the poor.

Hamilton,

Morris, and Randolph, however, "made use of his views to prevent the
39Ibid., pp. 284-89.
^°Ibid., p. 291.
41Ibid., p. 296.
4^Ibid., pp. 304-22.
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poor from overbalancing the rich and thereby to give the rich a chance
ultimately to overbalance the poor."43
were dangerous.

Walsh felt that Adams's ideas

He argued that the use of Adams's theories by men who

were influenced by economic interests had led to various problems.
Walsh then stated his recommendations for solving the problem of bi
cameralism, especially as it concerned the United States Senate.

He

saw the senate as the guardian "of vested interests and of vested
abuses, the conservatives, the blockers of progress."

Bicameralism led

/■/.

to this result because it divided responsibility.
was an exposition of Walsh's philosophy.
written the book.

This last chapter

It also explained why he had

He wanted to encourage changes in the American

system of government which he felt must take place if we were to have
a government based upon "first principles."43
The Political Science of John Adams affected the image of John
Adams in several ways.

Adams's importance as a political scientist was

recognized by Walsh's detailed study.

Walsh believed that Adams had

wielded a great deal of influence and that his doctrines deserved
study.
sion.

Through this study the Adams

image was given another dimen

Before Walsh, Adams had been discussed pragmatically in terms

of his actions as a revolutionary, statesman, or executive.
tical theory had been, for the most part, overlooked.
dimension had been added to that image.

His poli

Now, another

This dimension had a positive

effect because the image reflected was that of a more complete person;
the image was no longer as obscure as it had previously been.
43Ibid., p. 310.
^Ibid., pp. 350-51.
43Ibid., p. 360.
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There was, however, a negative aspect of Walsh's study.
progressivism affected Walsh's treatment of Adams.

It was almost as if

Walsh hoped to condemn Adams to a well-deserved obscurity.
cal theory was obsolete according to Walsh.

Walsh's

His politi

As such, it needed to be

studied in order to do away with the negative legacy it had left the
American system of government.

For Walsh the work was "directed toward

the future" because "the time for taking thought precedes the time for
taking action."^

Adams had to be understood before positive changes

could be made.
Walsh was well-informed and did a thorough job of discussing
the second period of Adams's theory.

Unfortunately, he did not go into

detail about Adams's earlier period.

Therefore, in this respect, there

was still not a complete image of that area of Adams's life which Adams
himself thought was his most important legacy.

The picture of Adams

which emerged from Walsh's book was more complete than it had pre
viously been.

He was now recognized as a political scientist, but the

political theory mentioned by Walsh was not the whole of the Adams
philosophy.

However, interest in Adams was increasing even though he

was not an attractive figure for the Progressives.

The image was less

obscure because Correa Moylan Walsh had written his book.

46

Ibid., p. iv.
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CHAPTER V
THE TWENTIES AND THIRTIES:
THE PROGRESSIVE TRADITION AND THE RISE OF
INTELLECTUAL HISTORY
The period encompassed in this chapter was one of various and
sometimes conflicting ideology and themes.

It was a fascinating period

however, for the student of John Adams's history because as the century
moved into its third decade the fate of John Adams changed.

Up until

1925 there had been a scarcity of material concerning John Adams.

Now,

there were, within a period of fourteen years, five books which were
either centered around Adams or which treated Adams extensively within
the subject matter of the book.
Not only was there more extensive material which treated Adams,
there was a variety in the backgrounds of the men who wrote these books
The first book, published in 1925, was Claude Bowers's Jefferson and
Hamilton: The Struggle for Democracy In America. Bowers was an ardent
democrat, an amateur historian, and a newspaperman who worked for the
New York World.^

The second author studied was Vernon Parrington whose

Main Currents in American Thought, Vol. I: The Colonial Mind was pub
lished in 1927.

Parrington was a Professor of English at the Univer-

'*'John Higham, History: Professional Scholarship in America
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983),p. 77.
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Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

60
sity of Washington; he was a Jeffersonial liberal.
Adams published The Adams Family in 1930.

2

Janies Truslow

He had worked on Wall Street

and had given up his career to become an amateur historian who wrote
3
sagas which were best sellers in the American literary marketplace.
Gilbert Chinard's Honest John Adams was published in 1933.

Chinard

was a dedicated Jeffersonian scholar who taught French literature at
The Johns Hopkins Uhiversity and Princeton University.^ The last man
analyzed was Randolph G. Adams whose Political Ideas of The American
Revolution was published in 1939.

This study was written as a doc

toral dissertation with the hope that it would be a contribution to
the study of International Law."*
Interest in Adams was beginning to flourish; this period of
historiography was instructive for that specific reason.

These decades

were also interesting because there were changes which were taking
place as the decade progressed.

There were, however, some unifying

themes which related each man to the other.
of intellectual history.

The main theme was that

All five men in one way or another were

involved in the attempt to write intellectual history.

Three of the

authors wrote biographies; the other two dealt with the role of ideas
in the development of America as a nation.

The period was filled with

the possibility of new discoveries.
The decade of the 1920s, however, did not begin with high

2
Michael Kraus, The Writing of American History (Norman: Uni
versity of Oklahoma Press, 1953), pp. 350-55.
^Higham, p. 75.
^Kraus, p. 329.
^Randolph G. Adams, Political Ideas of The American Revolu
tion (New York: Facsimile Library, Inc., 1939), pp. i-iii.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

61
hopes.

The Progressive harvest had never beat reaped in full.

World

War I had intervened and there emerged a post-war cynicism which sup
planted the democratic liberalism of the pre-war progressives.^
lusion followed World War I.

Disil

The general influence of this disillusion

was to call into question the status of ideals in American culture.
Many Americans in the twenties wanted toexcercise the crusading, selfrighteous idealism of the war years.^ Genteel and conservative cultural
standards with which history had long associated itself were breaking
down.

There was a passion for intense life, for the vitality of

immediate experience and this was challenging the dignified attitudes
Q

that history had always suggested.
After World War I a new audience for the serious writer emerged.
It had neither the homogeneity nor the assurance of position and tra
dition that had belonged to the earlier aristocracy of culture.

That

older audience had been unified by its awareness of itself as a social
class.

The new audience was much more fluid and diversified.

It

rested upon a broader basis and reflected a need to integrate its
varied and discordant experience.

The reading interests of this new

audience directly affected the literary market; nonfiction books and
major novels became prominent on best-seller lists in the 1920s.
Along with this was evidenced an avid interest in history.

This

interest was related to the mood of the times; the public needed a
framework to provide a strong sense of stability in a tumultuous world.
^Merrill D. Peterson, The Jefferson Image In The American Mind
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1960), p. 328.
^Higham, pp. 198-99.
®Ibid., p. 72.
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They also wanted vividly personal biographies which would offset the
q
anonymity and impersonalization of modem urban life.
The men analyzed in this chapter responded to these needs.
Each man, in his own way, dealt with the problems of the post-war years
and the feelings of repression, conformity, and anonymity which were
the result, not only of a difficult and exhausting war, but of the
climate of big business which surrounded the twenties.
formulas were beginning to break down.
much that had been taken for granted.

Comfortable

Americans were questioning
Accordingly, the critical

examination of American traditions which had been inaugurated in the
Progressive Era became also an inquiry into the direction in which these
traditions were developing.

With this development, literary intellec

tuals began to reexamine American ideals.^

Bowers, Parrington, and

James Truslow Adams each reflected this change in perspective.

Adams

attempted to discover the roots of a living culture by going back to
study the life of a prominent family.

Parrington turned to a magnifi

cent style of writing which would call a wayward America back from the
drab reality of a business civilization to the daydream of an agrarian
democracy.

Bowers let his personalities personify the goodness and

evil which beset the world with good triumphant.^

During these years

these men tried to answer the doubts which were choking the optimism
of America in a miasma of conflict.

The crucial values of the

Enlightenment— reason, individual freedom, progress— were challenged
^Ibid., pp. 73-74.
^John Higham, Writi
University Press, 1970), pp.
----------- —

Q

------- 7

‘ _
rican History (Bloomington: Indiana

^Kraus, pp. 297-310.
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as never before in American experience; these men, inheritors of the
Progressive tradition, were dedicated to those values.

They, therefore,

bent to the task before them, hoping all the while that they would be
able to find answers which would place their period in time upon better
footing.
With the 1930s, the post-war disillusion was left behind and the
struggle for survival began in earnest.

There began to develop a belief

in the inspirational function of history, for it gave people a sense of
continuity and a consciousness of unity, something that was desperately
needed at a time when economic instability was developing into a fear
ful breakup of international stability.

There began again a distinctly

conservative feeling for tradition and solidarity.
the basic progressive accent on conflict and change.

This was alien to
There began a

quest for stable values which resulted in a new emphasis upon personal
responsibility in history.

This desire for moral rearmament in the

12
midst of a great crisis in human affairs was reflected by Gilbert

Chinard and R. G. Adams.

Chinard's study of John Adams brought to

center stage a man who took responsibility for his actions.

As por

trayed by Chinard, John Adams had many lessons for history, especially
for the period which needed a bedrock of morality upon which to place
its feet.

R. G. Adams wrote his book as a plea for an understanding

of the political ideas which formed the background of the men who
engineered the break with England.

By developing an understanding of

these basic American ideas, he hoped to convince his generation of the
earlier belief in the supremacy of the law.

For this task John Adams

was a major spokesman.
^Higham, History, pp. 206-7.
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As the analysis of these five authors proceeded it was important
to remember that these men, for the purposes of this chapter, were clas
sified as intellectual historians.
sive tradition.

Some were also part of the progres

They all added another dimension to progressivism— they

were spokesmen for the importance of the role of ideas in America.

More

important, the definition of intellectual history was applicable to all
five men:
Intellectual history estimates the changing level of intel
lectual achievement; it relates thinking to behavior; and it defines
the patterns of feeling and opinion which, on the most extended
scale, make up the spirit of an age or a p e o p le . 13
It was obvious in their studies of John Adams just how much the doctrine
of intellectual history influenced their understanding of the man.
Their involvement in the discipline of ideas overrode their Democratic
and Jeffersonian idealism; this enabled them to write with sympathy for
John Adams, the private man, and not with an overwhelming scorn for
John Adams, the public man.
Claude Bowers began his Jefferson and Hamilton: The Struggle
for Democracy In America with an explanation of his purpose.

In this

explanation Bowers stressed the importance of understanding historical
figures as real people who "gave and took lusty blows" and not as "dig
nified steel engravings" which "give no impression of the disheveled
figures seen by their contemporaries on the b a t t l e - f i e l d . W i t h this
in mind, Bowers proceeded to write a marvelous, gossipy, heavily
researched, but extremely entertaining book which revealed his par
tiality for Jeffersonian principles and policies.

In the process, he

^Higham, Writing, p. 48.
14
Claude G. Bowers, Jefferson and Hamilton: The Struggle for
Democracy In America (New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1925), p. v.
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spent a great deal of time discussing and trying to understand John
Adams.

He could not avoid this, for hebelieved that it was "impossible

to treat of this period without giving to

John Adams a place apart."

Bowers saw Adams as a tragic figure who deserved respect because of his
independence and his "courageous subordination of his personal fortunes
to the service of humanity and country

inmaking the peace with France."

Bowers also apologized for his recitation of Adams's personal weaknes
ses.

This was necessary "to the explanation of why a statesman and

patriot, so able and deserving, was so unfortunate in his public
career."^
At the outset the reader realized that this would be a very
biased account of the period.

Bowers was definitely a Jeffersonian.

His book reflected the depth of this devotion.

It also reflected the

period in which he wrote; for, during the post-war reaction against
overwhelming nationalism, Jefferson appealed to many Americans of a
liberal persuasion.

They could find in him a range of ideas which they

felt needed re-emphasis.

Bower's book was important because it directly

related itself to these conditions.
scrutiny?

16

But how would Adams survive this

Vfould he have any dignity left or would he appear as a tragic

figure of history?

It seemed that he would be handled sympathetically

when his actions were such that they accommodated Jefferson's plans.
On the other hand, he probably would not do so well when he sided with
the Federalists or was being Adams, the independent man.
From page three, the reader was introduced to a silly and vain
man who was traveling from Braintree in order to begin his job as vice^Ibid., p. vii.
^Peterson, p. 350.
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president of the new government.

His love of the mannerisms of the Old

World Court was the talk of everyone. In a gossipy discussion Bcwers
went on to relate Adams's frustration over what Washington's title
would be and what Adams himself should do when Washington came to the
senate.

In this first chapter Bowers had already set the stage for

disapproval of Adams and he carried this discussion further when he
explained how Adams and Hamilton had isolated Washington from the
people.^

The portrait of a jealous (calling Hamilton "the bastard
18
19
brat of a Scotch peddlar" ), self-seeking (in his need for titles ),
contentious (concerning his fight with Jefferson over the latter's note

20) man emerged. This picture remained

regarding "The Rights of Man"

throughout Bowers' early discussion of Adams.

In writing of Adams's

reelection as vice-president, Bowers used the "why should the 'aristo
cratic' and 'monarchical' author of 'The Discourses of Davila' be
21
chosen again?"
theme.
Bowers took Adams to task often in his discussions of Adams's
failures.

It was almost as if Bowers wanted to talk some sense into

the man and set him upon the right track.

Adams, lingering in Brain

tree instead of returning to preside over the senate, exhibited "an
appalling lack of tact."

The press was engaged in the controversy con

cerning his reelection and he merely stayed at home and "showed no

22

inclination to return to Philadelphia."

At the same time Adams

■^Bowers , pp. 3-17.
18Ibid., P- 23.
19Ibid., P- 19.
20Ibid., pp.. 82-87.
21Ibid., P- 175.
22Ibid., P. 182.
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appeared more and more to Bowers to be the pawn of Hamilton.

With this

development an understanding of Bowers' treatment of Hamilton began to
emerge.

Bowers had an intense dislike of Hamilton, that arch rival of

his hero Jefferson.

When Adams either through neglect, weakness, or

intention played into Hamilton's hands, Adams was chastised.
Bowers marshalled every force at his command to display the
perfidy and guile of Hamilton.

John Adams was a handy agent for this

demonstration because Adams's life and career were thoroughly entwined
with Hamilton through the auspices of the Federalist party.

In the

process Bowers painted Adams as a man who was a prisoner of circum
stances.

In certain aspects of the Hamiltonian-Federalist situation

Adams was seen in a favorable light:
The campaign of 1 7 % was one of scurrility, albeit both Jef
ferson and Adams, favored by the rank and file of the Federalist
Party, comported themselves becomingly.23 It was evident that
Adams was not a man to be led around by the nose by any man or
clique, and Hamilton had never been a god of his idolatry.24
Bowers at other times roundly criticized Adams, making fun of him at
the same time he expressed sympathy for the man with "suspicion" on
his "round, smug face."

"Ali Baba among his Forty Thieves is no more

deserving of sympathy than John Adams shut up within the seclusion of
25
his Cabinet room with his official family of secret enemies."

The

picture which emerged from Bowers' portraiture was one of mixed
mediums— on the one hand, a struggle to get to the real substance of
the subject; on the
confused the eye

otherhand, an overlay of public persona which

of the beholder.

23Ibid.,

p. 310.

24Ibid.,

p. 312.

23Ibid.,

p. 315.
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Almost halfway through his work Bowers tried to sum up the
feelings he had for Adams.

It was an excellent characterization and

helped explain Bowers' inability to be for or against Adams as he was
for Jefferson and against Hamilton.

Bowers began this discussion by

stating that "John Adams was a very great man and a pure patriot, with
26
many fatal temperamental weaknesses."

Bowers then compared Adams to

Dr. Samuel Johnson and from this comparison there occurred an excellent
passage: "Like Dr. Samuel Johnson, whom he strongly suggests, he would
have thrived in an atmosphere of admiration."

Had he had "a worship

ping Boswell jotting down his conversations, he would have been
supremely happy."

Like Johnson, Adams was "vain, domineering, pon

derous , . . . tempestuous . . . , disdainful of finesse, given to
intemperate expressions, learned, prejudiced, often selfish and a little
fat." Yet, Adams "had played a noble part in the Revolutionary struggle,
a dignified role in the diplomacy of the Old World, and he was entitled
27
to something better than he received."
As hard as Bowers tried to be objective there was doubt as to
how Adams looked when Bowers finished with him.

He was a man whose

negative qualities far outweighed his positive qualities.

In Bowers'

own words he was a "poor mixer" whose vanity drove men away.

Through

Bowers' eyes the reader saw a man whose bad qualities "played into the
hands of his enemies and neutralized the effect of both his ability and
28
militant patriotism."

The Adams that emerged from the pen of Claude

Bowers, despite his praise of the way Adams handled the quasi-war with
26Ibid., p. 316.
27Ibid.
28Ibid., p. 318.
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France and of his courage in the face of the enmity within his own
party, was a man who lived in a "dream world."

He was totally out of

touch with the reality of the period in which he lived.

"The son of a

Yankee shoemaker was covetous of the ribbons of distinction . . . in
the forefront were the gods, and he among them; and among them he
29
claimed a right to the front rank."

His greatest sir, and for Bowers

it was unforgivable, was his "contempt for democracy."

"Had he died

the day after the signing of the Declaration, he would have been assured
30
a permanent place in history."

But he did not die; he became, for

Bowers, the spokesman for a hated ideology even though he was also a
prisoner of those ideas.

So, John Adams emerged from the pages of this

book as a man who was "stubborn, suspicious, vain, jealous, courageous,
honest, irascible, tempestuous, patriotic, and rising above" the members
of the Federalist party "in ability and public service as a mountain
above the pebbles at its base.

31

With all of his attempts to under

stand Adams, Bowers' democratic liberalism blocked the way and the end
of the book left the reader with a picture of Adams "meditating bit32
terly on the treachery of men."

The public figure had betrayed

democracy in Bowers' eyes and in the final analysis Bowers could not
help Adams improve the feelings of posterity toward him.

Adams must

remain a sometimes courageous and often foolish figure who could only
be treated with some sympathy and not a little scorn as a tragic figure
of history.
29Ibid., p. 321.
30Ibid., p. 321.
3^Ibid., p. 326.
32Ibid., p. 510.
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Two years after Bowers' study Vernon Parrington1s Main Currents
in American Thought, Vol I: The Colonial Mind was published.

In this

study Parrington again placed Adams 'Vnidway between Hamilton and Jef
ferson," but Parrington was more positive in his judgment of Adams.

His

statement that Adams "remains the most notable political thinker— with
33
the possible exception of John C. Calhoun— among American statesmen"
left the impression that no other statesman measured up to Adams.

This

was a very positive statement for the thousands of readers who knew
Parrington as a liberal Jeffersonian democrat; but Parrington, with
his troubled vision of American history, had a need to rediscover the
past in order to discover the direction of the development of the
national faith. "To enter once more into the spirit of those fine old
idealisms" which lay at the foundation of America,
and to learn that the promise of the future has lain always in the
keeping of liberal minds that were never discouraged from their
dreams, is scarcely a profitless undertaking, nor without meaning
to those who like Merlin pursue the light of their hopes where it
flickers above the treacherous marshlands.34
Parrington dealt with Adams as an important political thinker
in his attempt to discover the background and history of American poli
tical ideas.

Adams was included in Parrington's section entitled

"Liberalism and the Constitution, 1783-1800"; along with Alexander
Hamilton, Adams was discussed in the section concerning the English
group of political thinkers, with Parrington discussing the English
origin of American political thought and its subsequent branching into
33
Vernon Louis Parrington, Main Currents in American Thought,
Vol I: The Colonial Mind 1620-1800 (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1954), p. 325.
^Ibid., p. xiii.
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"an independent path" where it "came to conclusions that differentiated
it broadly from the old-world theory.

35

For Parrington, John Adams was a realist who "was an admirable
representative of the later eighteenth century with its vigorous under
standing, its distrust of idealisms, and its contempt for social theory."
Again paralleling Bowers, Parrington called Adams "the political counter
part of Dr. Johnson." For the English Tory had been a realist and so
was Adams with his exhortations that men "stop sniveling and make the
.36
best of things as they are."
In the comparison of Adams to Johnson, with both appearing as
teachers of the doctrine of realism, Parrington showed an in-depth
understanding of Adams.

He also touched upon the tragedy of Adams's

unpopularity as he characterized Adams as the man who tried to bring
the people to face sober reality.

"He was an uncompromising realist"

who was "much given to throwing cold water on the hope of social
regeneration through political agencies."

Adams's reward for his

efforts "was a personal unpopularity beyond that of any other states
man of the time." Parrington then proceeded to explain why Adams was
37
"charged with apostacy from his earlier democratic faith."
According to Parrington, the charge of apostacy had enough basis
to make it acceptable to those who wished to believe it.
changed sides:

Adams had

"During the revolutionary struggle he had been a member

of the left wing; during the early struggles under the Constitution he
35Ibid., p. 297.
36Ibid., p. 312.
37Ibid., p. 312-13.
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was a member of the right wing."
one for Adams.

This shift of position was a fatal

The French Revolution was a two edged sword which

ruined him politically but taught him much as a political thinker.

38

Parrington1s interpretation of Adams's position in the midst of the
French Revolution contrasted with Bowers.

For Parrington, Adams was

ruined politically by the revolution; for Bowers, Adams's final
courageous stand, regarding the quasi-war with France, was the high
light of his career.

Parrington was more interested in the political

science of Adams whereas Bowers was interested in Adams, the poli
tician caught between the two politicians around which his book was
centered.
There are many passages in Parrington which praise Adams,
especially his "excellent qualities of mind and heart" and his ability
never to be "the victim of mob psychology."

To a generation who began

their study of American letters with Parrington, this treatment of
Adams could only wet their appetites for a better understanding of the
man.

Parrington also presented the negative side of the man in a style

that left the reader aware that, for Adams, there was so much more that
must be understood.

Parrington summed up the contradiction which lay

within Adams when he stated "America has had too few independent minds
and much of Adams's unpopularity was the result of his refusal to hunt
with the pack."3^
Parrington's discussion of Adams's political science paral
lelled that of Correa Walsh whose view of Adams was discussed in
Chapter Six.

Parrington was more even-handed than Walsh.

He could

38Ibid., p. 313.
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not berate Adams the way Walsh did; he struggled valiantly to show Adams
as "a realist of the seventeenth-century school of English republicanism"
who attacked "what he regarded as the delirium of democracy" and appealed
"to experience in answer to abstract theory."4^

Parrington discussed the

fallacies of Adams's theory but he also persistently reminded the reader
of Adams's place in time.

Adams was not expected to have the viewpoint

of a twentieth-century man.

He was, however gently chided for not

having the viewpoint of at least an eighteenth-century man.
Therein lay the tragedy of Adams.

For Parrington, Adams was a

man who had some brilliant and original thoughts bit he was unable to
relate these beliefs to the period in which he lived for they were of an
earlier time.

Adams was a realist, yet he failed to be a realist in

the most important area of his life— he could not understand the time
in which he lived.

Yet, he struggled valiantly to understand; the re

sult of this failure was that "he stood between the two rival econo
mies," those of Hamilton and Jefferson, "arguing for a system of gov
ernment that should be neither agrarian nor capitalistic but should
maintain a static mean and in consequence he pleased nobody.,|4^
Parrington's picture of Adams was one tinged with a sense of
sadness and curiosity.

The sadness arose from the knowledge that Adams

was a man who was endowed with the ability to accomplish great things
and yet he remained devoted, for much of his life, to a static philo
sophy which forced him to remain outside forever looking in.

The

curiosity arose from the idea that somehow there must be an answer to
the riddle of this man.

Parrington's treatment was excellent.

It

^°Ibid., pp. 316-17.
41Ibid., p. 325.
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left the reader with a picture of Mams as a brilliant thinker but also
as a man who was an enigma.

Parrington said that Mams's "many sterling

qualities merit a larger recognition that has been accorded them by a
grudging posterity."^

That was Parrington's best assessment of Mams.

As a widely read Pulitzer Prize winning novelist, he had requested that
Mams be given more attention and this, along with his fair treatment
of Mams, was praise of a high order.
In 1930 James Truslow Mans's The Mams Family was published as
a "biography of a family." Ihe purpose of his book was to use this
family "as a sort of measuring rod to measure the extent of the change
/1

in its environment.'

This need to understand the change in environ

ment was important to the author; for the post-war disillusion had hit
him hard.

As an admirer of eighteenth-century liberalism he was re-

pelled by repression and conformity.

44

He greatly felt the need to

search for values in a world which seemed to be without meaning.
James Truslow Mams was not a professional historian.

He was

also a man with certain conflicting values who turned to writing his
tory, at first, in order to find a sense of continuity in the world; he
also wanted to become a best selling novelist whose "volumes should re
place the latest novel on the drawing room t a b l e . H e fulfilled this
ambition because he was an immensely popular amateur historian whose
books led the best-seller lists.

As to the first desire, his progres-

/Q
James Truslow Mams, The Mams Family (New York: The Literary
Guild, 1930), p. v.
44
,
John Higham, The Reconstruction of American History (London:
Hutchinson University Library, 1963), p. 30.
^Quoted in Kraus, p. 297.
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sivism and his belief in the economic interpretation of history led him
to attack the Puritans of New England as moral fanatics and thereby he
destroyed some of the values he was seeking.

46

He was popular and he addressed the general audience of Ameri
can readers in such a way that history became a favorite topic.

In

order to keep this audience, which hungered for human interest, emotionalism and tragic psychological conflicts,
sagas.

47

he turned to writing

This new direction in writing led him to the Adams family, with

its trials and tribulations.

He built this story upon the thesis that

John Adams introduced a new trait into the family which lifted it
above its obscurity and thrust it into the world of greatness.

This

trait flourished for four generations and led the family to become "the
most distinguished in the United States."^
All we shall see is that without warning, like a 'fault' in
the geologic record, there is a sudden and immense rise recorded
in the psychical energy of the family. For a couple of genera
tions this new energy finds itself in harmony with the greater
lines of force acting upon human society; then, with little
dimunition in itself, its line of direction fails to continue to
coincide with those of the greater forces driving human society
along its p a t h . ^9
This statement was made about the four generations of Adamses but it
applied to the founder of these four generations, John Adams himself.
Here again can also be heard the distant thought that fate had much to
do with the lives discussed in this book.
James Truslow Adams made much of this notion of fate— that
^Higham, History, p. 199.
^ Ibid., pp. 78-79.
48
J. T. Adams, p. v.
^Ibid., p. 8.
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somehow fate had decided that John Adams would be the first in a long
line whose brain cells would be changed in such a way that he would be
destined for greatness.

But the author called fate by a more modem

term— "a psychological alteration" a "change of phase.
James Truslow Adams used John Adams for his continued attack
upon Puritanism:

"It was his good fortune that the change, for which

he was not accountable," that mysterious psychological alteration,
happened at a time when John Adams's own personal revolt against "old
forms of life and thought" corresponded with "the major forces that
were driving society along new paths."

As a result of this, "his

refusal to accept the opinions of parents, uncles, other relations,
and neighbors spelled success instead of m a r t y r d o m . W i t h this state
ment the author beguiled his audience and placed fate, psychology, and
the distrust of moral fanaticism before their avid eyes.

Hie saga

began.
The saga followed John Adams through his youth and marriage
("by this marriage the first Adams for the new phase at once found him
self a member of a family clan than which none was of a more cultured
and scholarly breed.");

52

to his life in Boston (where he became a

self-made aristocrat who hated mobs but had a sense of duty which
forced him to serve);

53

to Europe (where his Englishness made it

50Ibid., p. 12.
51Ibid., p. 14.
■^Ibid., pp. 22-23.
^Ibid., pp. 24-58
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difficult for him to assail England and deal comfortably with Prance);

54

and back to America (which had changed although he had not)."^
The author dealt with Adams sympathetically but honestly.
did not ignore that peculiar Adams

He

family trait, the persecution com

plex, which manifested itself in their strong belief "in the jealousy,
and malice of others and of the world being against an Adams." This
trait was so "characteristic of the family, generation after generation"
that it caused 'touch harm both to its own mental outlook and to the
world's opinion of its members."

The author saw this complex as "so

persistent and so strong as almost to indicate a pathological con
dition" which brought much trouble upon each generation of the Adams's
family.^
How did Adams's reputation fare at the hands of James Truslow
Adams?

Although the author often pointed out weaknesses of Adams,

this was done sympathetically.

He felt that "the services that Adams

had rendered to his country had been second only to those of Washing
ton.""^ He discussed Adams's independence from party rule, his in
tegrity, his honesty, and his statesmanlike character and his courage.
The author described Adams as a man who was surrounded by enemies but
who persevered in the face of trial.

James Truslow Adams was sympa

thetic and willing at all times to believe in John Adams.

In speaking

of the election of 1800 and Hamilton's failed attempt to find someone
to replace Adams as a candidate, the author stated that the fact that
"^Tbid., pp. 59-88.
55Ibid., pp. 89-115.
56Ibid., p. 27.
57Ibid., p. 93.
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the Federalists felt Adams was the only person who could win raised
"the question as to whether he and not they really represented the spirit
and opinions of the party at large and whether he and not they should
CO

have been considered the party's leader.
hanced by James Truslow Adams.

The Adams image was en

The final example of that positive

enhancement was the author's closing statements concerning John Adams:
By his nomination of Washington as commander-in-chief, Adams
had made a nation possible. By his nomination of Marshall he gave,
for centuries following, the fundamental law to that nation.
"Disinterested as the being who made him" was Jefferson's appraisal,
as it has been that of history.^9
With these words the author placed his subject in the sunlight of a
better memory.
With the publication of Honest John Adams in 1933, Gilbert
Chinard turned the study of John Adams back to the thoroughly reasoned
style of the scholar.

His work was a ground-breaking study not only

for students of John Adams but also for those interested in intel
lectual history.

Chinard was a student of Franco-American intellec

tual relations who brought to the limelight an "inadequately appreci
ated" John Adams.
the name of Adams.

In doing this he performed a valuable service to
He also did much to help the state of history,^

for he restated the belief in the inspirational function of history.
He emphasized the role of history in providing a sense of continuity
and unity during the decade in which people lived under the shadow of
the depression.
Chinard came to this task with an impressive background.
58Ibid., p. 111.
59Ibid., pp. 112-13, 115.
8^Kraus, p. 329; and Higham, History, p. 206.
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had spent years studying Jefferson, editing his manuscripts and writing
about the Virginia statesman.

Chinard was a learned scholar in the

field of eighteenth-century intellectual history and a professor of
French Literature.

As such, he was the most academically recognized

of the men who wrote about John Adams during this period, at least of
those analyzed for this chapter, and he was, in spite of his ardent
Jeffersonianism, positive in his judgment of Adams.
Throughout this study of Adams, Chinard attempted to explain
the fact that:
America should have exalted two b o m aristocrats from Virginia
and failed to recognize in John Adams, the descendant of humble
and honest folk, a striking illustration of the principle of '’equal
opportunities," and the symbol of a new social order.61
Chinard visualized Adams as a distant and lonely figure in American
history, a man of fundamental honesty and real courage, who seemed "to
62
belong more to New England than to the country."

"Had he been a

thinker writing in his study or a professor of government with a chair
at Harvard," according to Chinard, "he would probably be considered as
one of the most original and penetrating writers of his generation."
But "the pitiless dissection of democracy, the pessimistic analysis
of society, found in Adams's writings could not appeal to a nation of
builders and pioneers.
The tragedy of this misunderstood man was the fulcrum around
which Chinard's study revolved.

He constantly tried to explain Adams

^Gilbert Chinard, Honest John Adams (Boston: Little, Brown
and Co., 1933), p. v.
62Ibid.
63
j
Ibid., p. i x .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

80
by tackling unfounded rumors about what Adams had said or done.

Chin

ard1s treatment of Adams was a biographical apologia.
Chinard's study was also an attempt to understand through the
ideas of Adams and Jefferson the "doctrine of Americanism" which was
formulated from the contradictory theories which the two statesmen con
tributed to the developing nation.

According to Chinard these two men

were the "two extreme points" around which the "American system" had
fluctuated from the beginning.

"Never were the two doctrines satis

factorily reconciled and never will they be, for both of them are the
expressions of radically opposed philosophies of life.'

.64

Yet, perhaps

through understanding these doctrines and the men who contributed them,
an understanding of American values would be developed.
With scholarly research to back him in his task, Chinard set
forth Adams's life starting with his boyhood in New England and ending
with his death.

From the beginning Chinard took great pains to develop

a picture of Adams as a product of his environment— a self-sufficient,
intellectual, individualistic human being who loved the outdoor life
of Braintree and who chaffed under the restrictions of the city and of
blind orthodoxy.

His education contributed greatly to the character

of the boy and the combination of environment and education formed the
man who was early on imbued with a "social pessimism" which "was allied
in him with a curious belief in the reliability and soundness of judgment of the comnon people, at least the common people of New England.
The revolution made him, at forty, a national figure.

Unlike

Franklin and Jefferson, however, Adams had no great vision of the

64-Ibid.,
n-.j p. x.
65Ibid., p. 40.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

81
future of America, but he would do his best plodding day-by-day to
enable the cause for which he worked to survive.

If this took him far

from his beloved New England and Braintree, then he would go.

He went

with a sense of foreboding leaving behind congress and America, and
travelling to Europe.
In his patriotism, deep and sincere, there was no trace of that
missionary spirit so evident in Patrick Henry, Jefferson, and
Thomas Paine. His horizon was much narrower and his vision did
not transcend the present.®”
He was riddled with an insecurity which was to make his years
in France uncomfortable.

Chinard saw Adams as a man who was over

whelmed with the responsibility of his mission to France.

This,

coupled with his feeling of inadequacy, kept Adams from being "com
pletely at ease or completely himself in his dealings with French
diplomats."

During his first mission he succeeded in "allaying his

misgivings and instinctive apprehensions.

But efficient and honest as

67
he was, he was hardly a man to win friends for the United States."

Chinard's discussion of Adams as a diplomat from his becoming the
first exponent of "shirt-sleeve" diplomacy to his feud with Vergennes,
was a masterful and sensitive analysis.

The reader came away feeling

that some of the contradictions of Adams were explained for Chinard
portrayed him above all as "the champion of American rights" who would
let no one interfere with his self-appointed role.

68

Throughout the remainder of Chinard's study the author made
much of the fact that Adams was always true to himself.

He might have

66Ibid., p. 111.
67Ibid., p. 122.
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been full of apparent contradictions but he was always human.
speech and writings he was irrepressible and unguarded.

In his

In spite of

his intense and sincere patriotism, he was more akin to the men of the
Old World than any of his contemporaries.

He had the qualities and

deficiencies of the liberal bourgeois of Europe and the intellectual
climate of America never suited him completely.

To the end of his days

he remained as much an enfant terrible as Clemenceau.

Chinard nonethe

less believed him to be the most realistic statesman of his generation

.

*

.

in America.

69

Hie tragedy of Adams's life, according to Chinard, was that he
was not taken seriously in the theoretical realm because of the poli
tical defeats which he had suffered at the hands of Hamilton and
Jefferson.

Posterity had missed the greatness of Adams as a statesman

and dwelt upon the failure of Adams as a politician.

Even as a poli

tician his courageous acts went unnoticed because he was so over
shadowed by Hamilton and Jefferson.

Yet, he lived true to himself to

the end and for that alone he must be considered unequaled.

His stance

during the quasi-war with France summed up the meaning of John Adams's
life for "this was the most courageous act of John Adams' political
career." This required more courage than his defense of Captain
Preston during the revolution.

The only thing he received from this

was "the satisfaction of doing his duty as he saw it" and "the sole
comfort of his self-righteousness."7^

He would go down in flames but

his essential nature would remain intact.

For Chinard this was the key

^Ibid., p. xi.
70Ibid., p. 283.
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to Adams.

Alone, despised, and always honest "he stood before his fel

low citizens to elect or reject a pathetic, distant, and somewhat incom
prehensible figure."7*Chinard's study of Adams was excellent.

Adams came away from

the pen of Chinard bathed in the glow of quiet and scholarly approval.
The personality of the man who remained "both critical and conservative,
72
skeptical and rationalist" was better understood.

Adams would have

been pleased to know that Chinard had placed him in a class with
Montaigne, Swift, Voltaire, Dr. Johnson, and Clemenceau and that he
was considered among the best of the eighteenth-century statesmen; that
"he was the founder of a dynasty and belonged to his descendants rather
73
than to his ancestors."

Chinard had resurrected Adams from neglect

and placed him in the forefront of American history.
In 1939 Randolph G. Adams, with his Political Ideas of The
American Revolution, seconded Chinard's judgment concerning the state
craft and intelligence of John Adams.

Randolph Adams was a historian

whose doctoral dissertation was used as the first publication of the
newly formed Duke University Press.7^
had three purposes.

It was a scholarly work which

In the first place it was intended

as a contribution to International Law. In the second place it was
a chapter of Britannic Imperial History. In the third place it
dealt with a fragment of the history of the United States.'5
Within the framework of the last two themes John Adams was studied as
a political theorist of the British Bnpire and as a learned constitu
71Ibid., p. 300.
72Ibid., p. 317.
7^Ibid., p. 346.
74
R. G. Adams, p. iii.
Ibid., p. v.
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tional lawyer whose writings carried weight with his contemporaries.
Randolph Adams examined the whole of John Adams's work because he
believed that Adams's writings furnished information about a neglected
field which required examination in order to solve the problems which
the twentieth century still faced.78
In the process of examining all of the political theory of
Mams, the author took Correa M. Walsh to task.

The problem with

Walsh's Political Science of John Adams was that it did not cover the
entire period of Adams's work.

R. G. Adams believed that the period

which Walsh neglected was "full of ideas which are only just now begin
ning to come into vogue. "77

The early works of John Adams demonstrated

that "the eighteenth-century mentality grasped the possibilities of the
78
twentieth-century realization"
of the need to grapple with the prob
lems of the British Bnpire as a commonwealth of nations.
John Adams was selected as a representative of the group of
'bore thoughtful statesmen" who lived through the struggles of the
Stamp Act and the formation of the government under the Federal Consti
tution, who were loyal to Britain until the break occurred, "and who
lived to construct the new political union of semi-sovereign states in
1787."

He was chosen to represent this group "because he was con

sciously a political scientist in the sense in which very few of his
contemporaries were."

79

In the process of being a political scientist,

Adams put down on paper ideas which not only summed up what the revo76Ibid., pp. 88-90.
77Ibid., p. 88.
78Ibid., p. 103.
79Ibid., p. 87-88.
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lution was about but went to the bottom of the problem of the relations
between the various dominions of the British Bnpire.

This was the

aspect of John Adams's theory which made him important not only to his
own generation but also to the generations who still grapple with the
problem in the twentieth century.
Although the author analyzed much of Adams's early work, it
was in his 'Novanglus' that Randolph Adams found John Adams's outline
of the fully developed political philosophy of the 1780s.

"The first

instalment (sic) of 'Novanglus' runs the whole gamut of the age-long
liberal-conservative, Whig-Tory, radical-reactionary arguments" with
Adams stating that
the Whig principles were nothing new, they were simply the old and
tried precepts of English legal and Constitutional experience, and
to say that in certain instances they were not applicable was like
saying that in certain instances the law of gravity did not
operate.80
Randolph Adams then followed the argument pursued by 'Novanglus.'
argument was composed of two parts.

This

The first part was a detailed

account of the conflict between Great Britain's colonial representa
tives and Massachusetts Bay Colony.

The second part was a lawyer's

brief in support of the colony's resistance to the authority of Par
liament.

hi this brief Adams showed his intelligence, insight, and

knowledge.

The brief was logical and punctuated with documentation

from pertinent cases and balanced with constitutional precedents.
From this argument emerged Adams's theory of the relationship between
the parts of the old British Bnpire.

To the author this was the core

of the importance of Adams's political theory.

Adams had stated a

conception of the "rights and duties of the overseas dominions" by
80Ibid., p. 100.
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which could be established a formula which would "mediate between abso
lute dependence and absolute independence." R. G. Adams believed that
time had bourne Adams's theory out for "the practice of the empire has
followed the vision" of John Adams "rather than that of the Ehglish
statesman" Chatham.

John Adams had seen "more clearly than Chatham in

a matter of British imperial concern.

•81

Unfortunately, the practice of the empire did not follow Adams's
theory in time to avoid the revolution.

With the outbreak of the revo

lution "the story of John Adams as a Britannic statesman must cease."
For Randolph Adams the case for Adams had been presented.

John Adams

was a statesman of the first order; what mattered was "that he could
think in terms of a commonwealth of nations.

•82

Randolph Adams had

done his best to rescue John Adams from belonging to "that reactionary
period of American political thought to which history seems to have
consigned him."83
This period of historiography was encouraging for the John
Adams scholar.

Until this period, Adams had been scrutinized by his

torians who were involved in writing general histories of America.
There were few works which concerned Adams specifically.

Finally,

there was evidence that interest was developing in the man.

This was

not only demonstrated by the fact that he was discussed in several
books.

It was also evidenced by the fact that the men who mentioned

him also tried to understand him.

Through these attempts the histor

ical fate of John Adams began to improve.
81Ibid., pp. 102-3.
82Ibid., p. 107.
83Ibid., p. 108.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

87
In this period there was a great deal of interest.

It did not

really matter if it was negative or positive interest; John Adams's
image was becoming less obscure.
figure was reviving.

The image of Adams as a historical

In the process of this revival, Adams was chas

tised by some and appreciated by others.
the first step.

He was noticed and that was

Interestingly enough? once he gained the historian's

attention, Adams seemed to grip him to the extent that, regardless of
his environment and ideology, the historian tried to understand the man
himself instead of simply displaying John Adams from the public records
of his defeats.
The period covered in this chapter began with a journalistic
and gossipy lode at Adams from the point of view of the HamiltonJefferson dispute.

Bowers wrote a highly imaginative account of the

period which covered Adams's vice-presidency, presidency, and defeat.
Adams did not appear unsullied in these pages although there were in
sights into the person behind the image.
With Parrington, the study became more scholarly,

Although he

tended to present Adams from the same point of view as Bowers, i.e.,
as the middle point between Jefferson and Hamilton, Parrington went
farther in that he analyzed the ideas of Adams.

This was a step toward

seeing Adams in a more positive light.
With James Truslow Adams, once again the study fell back to
the popular and less scholarly method of dealing with Adams.

The

importance of this study, however, was that John Adams was dealt with
by a best-selling author.

With this publication he was presented to

that public audience with which he had had so little exposure.
book was, on the whole, quite favorable to Adams.

The

James Truslow Adams
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turned over a new leaf for John Adams by calling attention to a man and
his family during a period when the public was clamoring for human
interest stories about past heroes.

The Adams image was cm the thres

hold of a new and more positive understanding.
Gilbert Chinard put the final seal of approval upon the rising
interest in Adams.

His study of Adams was excellent, especially when it

dealt with the political philosophy and European experiences of Adams.
Chinard was a scholar who lent his years of research to the search for
understanding of John Adams, the man.

Under the auspices of intel

lectual history John Adams emerged as a man imbued with integrity,
honesty, and a deep sense of independence.

Chinard had written the

first detailed biography of Adams for the twentieth century; through his
thorough research he had deepened the understanding of John Adams.
Randolph Adams brought the study of Adams's image, during these
two decades, to a satisfying conclusion.

The period began with an

account of John Adams's trials at the hands of the two men who over
shadowed him.

With Randolph Adams the period ended with John Adams

demonstrating his intelligence, grasp of statecraft, and psychological
insights as a British statesman preparing the constitutional precedents
for the independence of his country.

John Adams emerged from Randolph

Adams's pen as a man for all times; one to whom the twentieth century
should look for answers to problems which still perplexed the world.
John Adams was no longer obscure and obsolete, and historians, regard
less of their milieu, were beginning to appreciate the lessons he had
to offer.
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CHAPTER VI

FROM WORLD WAR II TO THE PRESENT:
THE CONTEMPORARY IMAGE
Since World War II, John Adams has been given increasing atten
tion by historians and political scientists.

The explanation lies in

the contemporary concern for revolution as an experience common to the
current generation.

John Adams is important for the student of revo

lution because he kept the most complete records of that early revolu
tionary period in American history.^- He also is instructive to an age
which has been searching for values upon which to build an ethos.

As

a political theorist he had sunmarized and analyzed centuries of con
stitutional history and growth; he had many lessons to teach.
Scholars have begun to recognize this, for Adams is now being studied
2
as he never was before.
There have been two occurrences since World War II which have
Stephen Kurtz, "The Political Science of John Adams, A Guide
to His Statecraft," William and Mary Quarterly 25 (October 1968),
4:605.
2
For background information concerning the historiography of
the period, three books by John Higham were extremely helpful. John
Higham, History: Professional Scholarship in America (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983), pp. 132-262;John Higham,
Writing American History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1970), pp. 138-51; and John Higham, The Reconstruction of American
History (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1963), pp. 21-24,
3'5-6J, 169-79.
89
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greatly aided the development of a more positive image for Adams.

The

first and most important occurrence for Adams's scholars took place in
1954.

In that year, for the first time, the enormous treasure of Adams

Family Papers at the Massachusetts Historical Society was opened uncon3

ditionally to researchers.

Historians no longer were inhibited by

the fear that lack of access to the papers would cause them to miss
important evidence in their attempt to draw an accurate picture of
their subject.

Years of frustration for the historian were now past.

Zoltan Haraszti in his John Adams and The Prophets of Progress re
flected this frustration when he almost begged, through the pages of
his book, for the trustees of the Adams Papers to let the world really
get to know John Adams through his own words and not those which his
grandson chose as proper examples of his personality.^ This, therefore,
was a major contributing factor to the emergence of a new image for
John Adams.
A second event, which actually happened before the one first
mentioned here, contributed also to a new image for Adams.

This event

arose in the midst of an upheaval which occurred in American history
after WarId War II.

There was a conservative reaction against pro

gressive history which led to the decline of progressivism around 1945.
This reaction led to the development of the consensus school of thought
and this, in turn, led to a resurgence of interest in John Adams.

As a

result of these events, the once obscure image was increasingly re
vealed.

Why did this happen?

3
Paul Nagel, interview held at the Virginia Historical Society,
Richmond, Virginia, 13 February 1984.

4

Zoltan Haraszti, John Adams and The Prophets of Progress
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952), p. 9.
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Since the American Revolution the great majority of American
historians had assumed that the underlying movement of American history
was in the direction of progress or improvement.

Historians asked what

each period contributed to the world in which they lived.
fundamentally aggregative.

History was

Progressive history was the epitome of this

belief in progress with a few other elements thrown in for good measure.
Progressives saw history as a dualism which revolved around their faith
in progress.

There was always a system of conflict which worked itself

out and contributed to progress— conflict between section, economic
groups, or ideologies.^
After World War II historians found themselves in a new era
which was much less responsive to progressive values.

One of the

casualties of this post-war world was the faith in progress itself, for
there was a new awareness that Americans were dependent upon a pre
carious civilization.

There were limits to American capacity and people

began to grow distrustful of change itself.
ciation of continuity and homogeneity.

There began to be an appre

With this appreciation of con

tinuity came the desire for a de-emphasis upon conflict, for conflict
had been the vehicle by which change occurred.

When conflict was the

raison d'etre, John Adams had been an unattractive figure in history,
for he had been visualized as a spokesman for reaction and conservatism.
He had tried to warn Americans about the dangers of too rapid progress
in their institutions and he had been unpopular for this stance.
During the progressive period his image had been predominatly negative,
for he did not reflect the progressive faith in progress or in demo
cratic ideals.

For the progressives there were always polarities and

^Higham, Writing American History, pp. 138-43.
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Adams was the negative pole.

Even though Chinard attempted to offset

this negative picture with his biograph/, Adams left the fourth decade
of the twentieth century with, at best, an image of a conservative,
realistic pessimist.
Hie consensus school, however, was conservative.

Many histor

ians began to emphasize the enduring uniformities of American life, the
stability of institutions, and the persistence of national character.^
Richard Hofstadter, one of the founders of the school, signalled the
decline of progressive history in The American Political Tradition in
1948 when he said that the emphasis of American historians on conflict
had obscurred the underlying agreement that major parties and movements
have always shared.^

He also began a new view of John Adams as he re

interpreted our political traditions and emphasized Mthe cannon climate
O

of American opinion.

John Adams would have been comfortable with

Hofstadter's insistence that "the major political traditions have
shared a belief in the rights of property, the philosophy of economic
individualism and the value of competition."

Hofstadter went further.

He tried to soften the lines of conflict between Adams and Jefferson by
pointing out that their differences rested upon their personalities—
one was a pessimist, the other an optimist.

He felt that much of

Jefferson's earlier statements concerning the constitution were "close
to the theories of Madison and Adams.

In fact, Jefferson did not

6Ibid., p. 143.
^Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition (New
York: Vintage Books, 1948), p. viii.
^Ibid., p. vii.
^Ibid., p. viii.
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differ with them strongly enough to challenge their conservative
writings of the Constitutional period."^

When Jefferson did differ,

it was because factionalism had led to the Federalist-Republican
antagonism and Jefferson had a leading part to play.
final word

Hofstadter had a

for Jefferson's belief in democracy when he stated that if

you were to "sunder democracy from the farm . . . how much more firmly
does he believe in it than John Adaros?"^

The founding fathers were

realists; Hofstadter firmly believed that they were united by that
realism in the development of a system that had a chance to be success
ful.
Hofstadter was followed by other consensus historians who
attempted to study Adams as part of the tradition which led to unity
rather than to conflict.

In this group there was an emphasis upon the

role of ideas, particularly as they had an impact on political action.
In 1952 a Keeper of Rare Books at the Boston Public Library made a
study of the marginalia in three thousand of John Adams's books.

Out

of this study came Zoltan Haraszti's John Adams and The Prophets of
Progress. For Haraszti, Adams was a consensus maker upon whom the
authors of the American Constitution depended, for Adams had compiled
all of the constitutional thought over the centuries into one major
work, The Defence, as an aid for these men.

Therefore, Adams's

marginalia was a necessary tool for understanding the American tradi
tion, not only for an understanding of the past but also because "the
10Ibid., p. 30.
11Ibid., p. 32.
^Higham, History, p. 213.
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political and social problems with which Adams deals and the opinions
13
he voices have a terrible urgency today."
Haraszti found that Adams had been dealt with "most unjustly"
by posterity.

"Historians have wondered about the causes of Adams's

relative obscurity— the indifference, if not animosity, which envelops
him."*4

For Haraszti this was due to several factors.

John Adams was

unappreciated because he was "the least known of the great Americans"
because his family had shut up his papers from the view of the world.
"What is known about him" was the picture painted by his grandson in
The Works of John Adams. Haraszti fairly bristled with indignation con
cerning the reserve and stuffiness of Charles Francis Adams who "was
not the best person to sponsor John Adams in all his impetuosity."*"*
He pled for the ability to inform the world concerning John Adams's
life, but he only had Adams's bodes to rely upon and so he turned to
these and read the marginalia in order to develop a clearer picture of
John Adams.

A picture of Adams the political philosopher arose for

"it was OT the margins" of these books "the great books of the century—
that Adams really came to grips with the philosophes, stating his own
views" and in so doing, he wrote "the first critique of the doctrine
of progress (as well as the doctrine of regress) by an American."*^
The authors Adams most commented upon "were representatives of the Age
of Season" and through these books, Haraszti found Adams fighting the
■^Haraszti, p. viii.
14Ibid., p. 1.
15Ibid., pp. 9-10.
16Ibid., p. 18.
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ideas of the philosophes as a "dangerous force. 7 Adams was, there
fore, a conservative who felt the need to form a safe consensus upon
which his nation could safely depend.

Yet, John Adams "was a philo

sopher in spite of himself" whose "activities, political thinking, and
metaphysical speculations combined to make him a representative man of
18
his age."
The search for values which Haraszti, as a consensus his
torian, undertook resulted in a more positive picture of Adams as a
man who was an excellent source of the ideas which led to the develop
ment of the Anerican nation.
In Clinton Rossiter's Seedtime of the Republic; The Origin of
the Anerican Tradition of Political Liberty a greater appreciation of
continuity in Anerican history emerged and with this book Adams's image
was further enhanced.

This study of the background of the Anerican

Revolution concluded that "the great mass of patriots stood on a
plateau of accord on the fundamentals of constitutional theory" and
John Adams stood "at the center of the plateau and of the people who
IQ

stood upon it."
Rossiter used Adams's Thoughts on Government as an influential
example of the art of pamphleteering which was "the most effective
weapon of political argument" used from 1765-1776.

Rossiter was

searching for the dominant principles of the decade and Adams's
Thoughts on Government was "the most lucid, moderate, representative
17Ibid., p. 20.
18Ibid., p. 48.
19
Clinton Rossiter, Seedtime of the Republic: The Origin of
the Anerican Tradition of Political Liberty (.New York: Harcourt,
Brace & Co., 19531, p. 428.
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statement of the theory of ordered liberty out of which the best of the

20 From his perusal of Adams's Thoughts on

new constitutions arose."

Government and his Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law, Rossiter
found that the ideas which concerned the structure of government during
the decade could be understood through these works of John Adams.

Hie

message was simply that
the great ends of the political community, the liberty and hap
piness of the men who have created it, will be most successfully
answered by a government that is limited, divided, balanced,
representative, republican, responsible, and constitutional.
Calling John Adams "the most constructive political mind of the
22
era,"

Clinton Rossiter continued the consensus school's rehabili

tation of the Adams image.
hi 1957 another historian of this school, Stephen Kurts, delved
into The Presidency of John Adams. His study was designed to find the
answers to many of the problems in the history of the early national
period through a study of the Adams' administration.

His conclusions

were in direct conflict with "our standard histories" for John Adams's
"record was not as disastrous to the nation or as strong a condemnation
of his personal feelings" as they have recorded his record to be.

23

The picture of Adams's administration which amerged from this
book was one of a president who was elected because of his predeces
sor's popularity, who was forced to deal with his predecessor's cabinet
because of the insufficient number of competent men who would remain in
20Ibid., pp. 329, 428.
21Ibid., p. 428.
22Ibid., p. 403.
23

Stephen G. Kurtz, The Presidency of John Adams (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1957), pp. 10-11.
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the service of the national government and who was humiliated by one of
his own fellow Federalists before he began his term as president.

This

humiliation had a direct bearing upon Adams's subsequent actions as
24
president
but, regardless of all the problems which occurred, Kurtz
felt that Adams was wise in his decisions and that he realized that
Hamilton wanted a standing army in order to enforce domestic order.
Adams was a man who used his political power in order to defeat the
Hamiltonians and in doing this, he protected the future of the Ameri
can nation.
John Adams was a patriot, but he was also a far more astute
politician than most historians have given him credit for being.
When he saw an opportunity to benefit the nation and the poli- 25
tical fortunes of John Adams, he quite naturally seized upon it.
Kurtz's Adams was deliberative, careful, and calculating.

He

was not a man who sat by while the forces of political faction de
stroyed him.

Kurtz did not portray Adams as defeated— he portrayed

him as a man who had pushed through certain things in order to block
the measures of which he disapproved, especially the development of a
standing army and war with France.

Kurtz saw Adams as a man who

listened to public opinion and who was, therefore, popular with the
rank and file of his party.

It was Hamilton's army and not John

Adams's policies that destroyed Federalism, and "the election of 1800
was not a political and moral revolution because Adams had inaugurated
the return to responsible government" in 1799 with his destruction of
26
the Hamiltonian plan. Adams's struggle for independence within his
24Ibid., p. 209.
25Ibid., p. 333.
26Ibid., p. 407.
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party was as important as his struggle during 1775 and 1776.

In a very

real sense Kurtz believed that it was Mams's courageous and wise con
duct which allowed Jefferson to declare that "We are all Republicans—
27
we are all Federalists."

Adams had been a wise politician who had

led a war-weary and divided country back to unity— he had formed a con
sensus around which the nation could function.

For Kurtz, Mams was an

astute politician and molder of public opinion who left office more
popular and with more electoral votes than when he was elected presi
dent in 1796.

His failures were caused by insurmountable obstacles and

dishonest subordinates while his hesitations and changes of policy were
deemed, by Kurtz, to have been wise acts of a thoughtful politician.
In the most difficult period of his life, the presidency, Mans was
seen in a new light by Kurtz and he was defended and resurrected by
the author.
In the 1960s there was a response to the consensus reaction
against progressive history.

The consensus school had approached the

study of American history by looking at the way Americans had been
shaped by their experiences.

The assumption held by this school was

that Americans were not ideological or dogmatic; they were not trying
to form a fixed system and they had an open-ended pragmatic response
to circumstances that occurred.

In the 1960s the New Left School of

thought emerged with an emphasis upon the moral purpose of history.
Its proponents tried again to point out the way the founding fathers
had acted upon economic motives and they argued that the eighteenth
century should be used to see the kinds of injustices which were in
herent in the American experience.

Beginning in the mid-1960s there
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was, in essence, a reaction to this New Left School which resulted in
the rise of the Republican Ideologue School which professed the belief
that one must go back to the eighteenth century and attempt to clarify
a particular idea or event by reading what men were writing during the
period.

28

Among the differing approaches to American history this

school offered a positive and appreciative view of an intellectual and
political elite.

These historians studied an ideology with care and

gave that ideology an important role in historical change.

It was

also a new formulation of the pursuit of consensus and continuity and
as such, it studied the early period of American history in terms of a
single grouping of thought and relegated internal divisions in society
to a secondary role.

29

This school of thought produced two historians

who were important to the historiography of John Adams* for they both
studied his political theory in an attempt to understand and explain
the fact that Adams became isolated from the main stream of American
thought in the period from 1780-1800.
John Howe's The Changing Political Thought of John Adams was
published in 1966.

He combined a study of the ideology of John Adams

with the experiences Adams faced which Howe felt changed Adams's
thought.

Howe believed that not enough care had been given to under

standing the moral and social assumptions which underlay Adams's poli
tical and constitutional ideas and he attempted to show how the changes
in American character and structure between 1770 and 1790 led to cor28
John Kuehl, Republican Ideas In The Late Eighteenth Century,
class notes, 14 January 1980.
90

Higham, History, pp. 251-53.
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responding changes in the political thought of John Adams.

30

By ana

lyzing Adams's writings and comparing them to the experiences he had
during the years from 1770 to 1800, Howe came to the conclusion that
Adams became progressively disillusioned with the state of American
society.

It was important for Howe, however, that one kept in mind the

correlation between experience and political thought which was so
important in a study of John Adams.

31

By tracing this correlation between political thought and
experience, Howe traced the development of Adams's pessimism.

During

the revolutionary period Adams had believed that the American people
would prove equal to the opportunities which the revolution had opened
to them because they were virtuous.

Because of his experience in

Europe from 1778-1788 and because he subscribed to a cyclical view of
history, Adams changed in his conceptions of the American people.

His

years as vice-president and president further disillusioned him and he
felt isolated and abandoned by the people.

Adams believed that he had

remained constant while society had changed but Howe felt that he had
remained fixed in the perspectives of the eighteenth century.

32

This conclusion of Howe would seem to be rather damning of
Adams as a political leader.

It was not, however, for Howe went to

great pains to explain the fact that "few politicians are able to make
an effective transition between significantly different historical
epochs;" that Adams was unable to retain the "flexibility and fresh30
John R. Howe, Jr., The Changing Political Thought of John
Adams (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1966;, pp. xii-xv.
31

Ibid., pp. 147, xiv-xv.

32Ibid., pp. 190-220.
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ness, the sense of anticipation necessary to consider problems con33
structively and on their own terms."

Because Adams had been suc

cessful as a political leader during the revolutionary period, he had
used his revolutionary experience "as a touchstone by which to evaluate
34
the developments during the decades that followed."
This hold which
the revolution had upon him prevented him from changing and accomnodating to changes in American society.

He no longer had a close sense

of identify with the values and goals of this society and he became an
isolated leader who had lost his relevance to the society which developed
out of that revolutionary struggle in which he had played so major a
role.
This sense of relevancy or irrelevancy of John Adams concerned
Gordon Wbod in The Creation of the American Republic, 1776-1787 pub
lished in 1969.

After discussing the works of John Adams, Wood con

cluded that Adams never did understand the meaning of the American Con
stitutional experience because he had remained frozen in the Whig thought
of the American Enlightenment.

He did not change as America changed

and he could not understand the strain of individualism which began to
develop in the 1780s.

For Wood, this was ironic because "no American

was more deeply involved in the constitutionalism of the American Revo
lution" and John Adams had "identified his whole life and career with
35
the Revolution and its success."
Wood analyzed Adams’s political thought in an attempt to under33Ibid., p. 211.
■^Ibid., p. 210.
35
Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 17761787 (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1972), p. 567.
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stand the progressive disillusionment which developed in Adams and led
to his divergence from the values which were held by Americans of his
time.

As this analysis proceeded it became sadly obvious that Adams

had completely '\nissed the intellectual significance of the most impor
tant event since the Revolution" because he had held fast to the "truths
of enlightened politics as he had learned them: government bore an inti
mate relation to society and unless the two were reconciled no state
36
could long remain secure."
Why did this happen to the man for whom politics was always the
"supreme science?"

"Perhaps he read and remembered too much, perhaps

he was too honest, too much the scientist, and too little the poli
tician." Regardless of the reason "Adams never really comprehended
what was happening to the fundamentals of political thought in the
37
years after 1776."

He moved back into history and grasped classical

ideas while most Americans were changing their ideas concerning their
forms of government.

He "could not grasp what his countrymen had done

to the relationship between the people and the government" and "it was
as if Adams were speaking a language different from that of other
38
Americans."
John Taylor's rebuttal of the Defence summed up the discrepancy
between Adams's political theory and that of Americans of his day.
With the discussion of the exchange between Taylor and Adams, Wbod
emphasized just how much Adams's thinking had diverged from American
thought.

Adams still thought of the people as an order; his conception
36Ibid., pp. 567, 569.
3^Ibid., pp. 569, 568.
38Ibid., pp. 587, 585.
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was that of the British concept of virtual representation.

American

political theory, said Taylor, no longer thought of the people as an
order of society; they were individuals who existed outside all govern
ment and possessed a real sovereignty.

They distributed bits of power

to their government as they deemed necessary for their own good.

The

principles of a mixed polity and a balance of interests or orders was,
therefore, no longer germane to the Anerican system of government.

39

From this discussion it became obvious that there was an enormous gulf
of ideas which separated Adams from his countrymen.

With a deep sense

of sadness, Wood finished his post-mortem on what he deemed a brilliant
political mind with the thought, "for too long and with too much candor
he had tried to tell his fellow Americans some truths about themselves
that American values and American ideology would not admit.
Wood's study was done with the definitive touch of a man who
understood the basic hold which ideas can exert upon a person.

The

study was permeated with a beautiful understanding and a sense of
poignancy for the fate which befell Adams because he could not change
with his country.

It also contributed to a deeper understanding of

Adams through an understanding of the ideas of the period in which he
lived but which he did not continue to understand.

Both Howe and Wood

went beyond the superficial events of the period in order to develop
their image of Adams— no longer was he simply an irascible, ambitious,
honest, jealous, and contentious man.

He was now a man of ideas who

had been frozen in time and as such, he deserved sympathy; but, more
importantly, in Wood's own words he deserved "to be singled out for
Ibid., pp. 589-91.
^Ibid., p. 592.
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consideration" because he was a significant contributor to the formative period of the Anerican nation.

41

Interest in John Adams continued to increase in the last two
decades especially by biographers. Two of these historians have writ
ten outstanding studies which analyzed in great depth the life of John
Adams.

Page Smith and Peter Shaw have both contributed an enormous

amount to the rehabilitation of the Adams
Staith's John Adams was

image.

From 1962, when

published to 1976 when Shaw's The Character of

John Adams appeared, these men brought to the public a vast amount of
new information concerning John Adams.
Page Smith was influenced by the consensus school of thought,
however, he was most important to this study as a biographer and, even
more so, as the greatest rehabilitator of John Adams in the twentieth
century.

Smith's biography was the first of its kind written since the

family had opened Adams's vast papers and letters to scholars.
two volumes of biography illuminated the life of John Adams.

These
Explaining

the Massachusetts lawyer and farmer who became the second President of
the United States was Smith's objective and he accomplished this goal
with warmth and sympathy.

For the first time John Adams appeared in

all of his humanity, with all of his weaknesses, and strengths there
for the public to understand.

At the end of this study Page Smith had

accomplished something no other historian had been able to do.

He

broadened the image of Adams so that the man became a symbol of New
England and of America.

Adams was then able to take his rightful place

alongside the other important men of his generation.
In the process of explaining Adams, Smith came to certain con41Ibid., p. 568.
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elusions which erased some of the earlier historical questions about
Adams.

One of these conclusions was that Adams "showed in many ways

an extraordinary consistency throughout his life."

Snith found that

Adams, contrary to the belief that he had changed, "was remarkably
steadfast" in holding to "his fundamental convictions" regarding "the
moral basis of life, the need for religion, the authority of a divine
Being, the necessity of balance, and refinement in government" and in
his view of original sin, his love and respect for law and "his belief
in the civilized as opposed to the 'natural' man."^
ran like a thread throughout Smith's narrative.

This consistency

Adams still had his

bursts of temper and his bouts with depression but he was no longer
pictured as erratic and unpredictable.

If the men of his generation

had only taken the time to reflect upon his writings and public state
ments, they would have realized that he would always be a person who
had to stand independently or fall by his own beliefs and standards.
Emerging also from this portrait was a man who was fortunate
to have had an intense love of life and an intense love of his lifetime.
John had a joy about living that was only matched by his love for
Abigail.

He anguished about each public step he took from his young

adulthood to his old age.

This anguish was reflected in his diaries

and his letters, especially those written to Abigail.

The years he

gave to public service took a toll from his family, his finances, and
often from his self-esteem.

Yet, he also thrived on his involvement

and was able to face the prospect of giving up and returning to the
/0
Page Smith, John Adams, 2 vols. (Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1%2), 1:273-74.
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simple life of a Massachusetts farmer.

This was most apparent when he

faced the possibility that he might not be elected as president in
1796.

43 And, more than this, he was unable to turn from public involve

ment because he believed so strongly that once a man was chosen for a
job, he must do that job.

Adams never admitted to himself, however,

that he wanted a job and he never actively campaigned for any of his
public roles; "according to his system of political ethics the job
/,/■

should seek the man.

This same system of ethics also never let him

refuse to come when he was called.

Snith portrayed Adams as he re

sponded to each call and traveled from Braintree to Philadelphia,
France, the Netherlands, England, New York, and finally to Federal
City.

According to Snith, Adams believed that it was the responsi

bility of the individual to lay himself out to serve his fellow
creatures "in promoting and supporting those great political systems
and general regulations upon which the happiness of multitudes depends."43
Smith also cleared up certain minor confusions concerning
Adams's relationship with other people.

Ihe earlier image of Adams

was that of a man who had increasing difficulty as he aged with
relationships.

Smith described his personality before he married

Abigail— he was "full of corrosive anxieties, hostilities and aggres
sions" and slightly paranoid in his suspicion that the hand of men was
turned against him."4^

Abigail saved his sanity because "she gave him,

43Ibid., 2:879-93.
^Ibid., 2:879.
45Ibid., 1:219.
46Ibid., 1:70-71.
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with her love" the ability to survive the storms of his life.

She also

made him less touchy and vulnerable "to the barbs of the world."

Be

cause of Abigail, John Adams was much less the misfit than he would have
been if he had not had her.47

Regarding Adams's relationship with

Washington, from previous histories a picture had emerged of Adams as
isolated from Washington when Adams was vice-president.

Smith handily

cleared up this image— Adams was part of the Washington household on
numerous occasions and he was consulted by Washington upon matters of
state, especially concerning the Jay Treaty.

In fact, instead of Adams

as the jealous and unpopular man in the Washington administration,
Smith drew him as "'quite a favorite' with the President" and the "heir
apparent" when Washington resigned.4** Even his troublesome relation
ship with Franklin was treated with sympathy and Adams emerged as a
man who could have reacted in no other way to the troubling, to Adams,
French morality.

He was a New England Puritan whose independence "was

bought at the cost of a certain coldness, a reserve, a pinching of the
spirit that made people touchy, and suspicious and awkward in their
relations with their fellows.

49

Page Smith wove a tapestry of the history of John Adams which
was masterly and insightful.

Adams emerged as a man who was "clearly

conscious of living under the eye of history."'’® "Posterity tormented
him" and "historians were feeble reeds to trust one's honor to.""^
47Ibid.
^Ibid., 2:880.
49Ibid., 1:402-5.
50Ibid., 1:262.
51Ibid., 1:554.
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"He could see generations of these gray gentlemen poking through dusty
archives" and "sunning up the agony and travail of a man's life in a
52
few condescending words and returning a verdict"
that would tarnish
his image forever.

Smith paid a service to Adams for he polished the

image until it shone with a luster which would attract future genera
tions of scholars to the life of this "grand and passionate" man who
'Vnust be even more relevant to us today than he was in his own life-

tto.-53
Peter Shaw picked up the gauntlet thrown down by Page Sknith.
The Character of John Adams was a concise statement which carried
Smith's study of the Adams personality to a definitive art.

Shaw felt

that Adams's personality had been lost by the many historians who dealt
with separate aspects of Adams's life.

Shaw, therefore, viewed Adams's

character, thought, and acts as a whole by intellectualizing his be
havior and personalizing his ideas.

The result of this was that

Adams's behavior appeared "less eccentric" because it was "viewed in
the context of its origins in the village life of eighteenth-century
Massachusetts;" and his political ideas appeared "less abstractly
motivated when" viewed in the light "of the evolution of his
character."^
In order to unerstand his background and the evolution of his
character, Shaw traced broad outlines of ideas, events, and circum
stances which were facets of Adams's life.
fluenced Adams was passion.

The first idea which in

Shaw, using the role of passion in Adams's

52Ibid., 1:555.
53Ibid., 2:1138.
54
Peter Shaw, The Character of John Adams (Chapel Hill: Uni
versity of North Carolina Press, 1976), p. viii.
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life, demonstrated that he did not change emotionally; passion and his
subsequent struggles with it molded Adams from the beginning of his
life to the end of it.

At the same time Shaw also traced the effect

of Adams's Puritan inheritance and how this inheritance reacted with
his passions.

Regardless of the interaction, "passion remained the

hallmark of his spirit;" it led him from one revolt to another—
against his father, teachers, friends, provincial society, and on to
the revolution and its aftermath.
Throughout this work Shaw used the psychological approach to
poke at dark comers of thought in order to arrive at the essence of
John Adams.

The picture which emerged was that of a man tormented by

his success"^ who underwent "breakdowns." This was a pattern in which
a state of anxiety would result in a physical and mental collapse.
Throughout his life this pattern occurred.

Certain set factors pre

cipitated these breakdowns: first there would be a crisis, then a
respite; next would come an unsatisfying, temporary victory accom
panied by the continued presence in Adams's affairs of a person whom
he saw as his tormentor.
One of these tormentors was Benjamin Franklin.

Shaw carefully

analyzed Adams's relationship with Franklin in France and then vindi
cated Adams's reaction to Franklin; Franklin, said Shaw, was difficult,
crafty, ambitious and not a little dishonest.

The problem for Adams

was that Franklin was revered as a "backwoods philosopher while he was
55Ibid., pp. 38-39.
56Ibid., p. 65.
57Ibid., p. 263.
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regarded as exclusive and unpolished." This was difficult for Adams
because, as Shaw pointed out, Adams was a much more simple-mannered
republican than Franklin.

58

He was also fiercely independent, a charac

teristic which did not appeal to the French.
Shaw traced the development of Adams's independence from poli
tical affiliations.

This spirit was evidenced when, as a young man, he

had refused to follow his father's wishes and become a minister.

It

was further demonstrated when he defended the soldiers in the Boston
Massacre Trial and when he prosecuted the case of Richard King, a
loyalist who had been victimized by a patriot mob.

Early on, these

actions of Adams demonstrated his independence of any party and his
adherence to fundamental rights above any cause.

59

This spirit never

left him; he continued this manner of action down through his presi
dency and the quasi-war with France.

This independent spirit, coupled

with his inability to fight for and defend his reputation, led Adams
to be greatly misunderstood.

60

Shaw took great pains to portray these

qualities as selfless and positive; they enhanced the Anerican cause
but led to a developing sense of personal isolation for Adams.

Also,

Adams came to see his independence as stubbornness; as such, he felt
it was a political liability.
The sense of isolation was further intensified by Adams's
absence from the American political scene in the late 1770s and early
1780s.

Shaw used Adams's involvement with the Massachusetts Constitu58Ibid., p. 118.
"^Ibid., p. 78.
60Ibid., pp. 128-29.
^Ibid., pp. 158-63.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Ill
tion to demonstrate how Adams began to lose touch with what was hap
pening to America.

Adams had worked on the constitution with no thought

of the partisanship that would develop around its ratification; he was
a man above party who left before the ratification debates took place
and, therefore, he gained confidence in an outmoded approach to poli
tics.

Because he missed the debates cm ratification, he was spared an

episode of partisan struggle.

Adams therefore "undertook his second

diplomatic mission with the mistaken notion that he could continue to
influence history largely on the strength of his personal authority.

.62

This was the beginning of the isolation which came to surround him more
and more until he was defeated.
This defeat was not related to the fact that he had changed his
philosophy while in Europe.
same.

63

In fact, his philosophy had remained the

It was his instinct for unpopularity which defeated him.

This

instinct had, in the past, served his country even if it had not served
himself.

Now, he could only be of use if he established connections

with men of like convictions and if he could learn to wield power in a
political way.

The politician had need of a web of influence but Adams

refused to do this.

He refused to use his influence for office-

seekers and he remained aloof from the battles of the day when he was
vice-president.

His "political influence diminished until he was left

with little more than the prestige of his name" which served to re
elect him as vice-president and then to elect him as president but which
"left him unequipped to manage the federal administration of the United
States.'164
^Ibid., p. 130.
63Ibid., pp. 209-10.
^Ibid., pp. 237-40.
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Shaw's treatment of Adams was positive and

sympathetic. Even

when he felt that Adams had blundered Shaw let his psychological approach
explain Adams's actions from the viewpoint of an eighteenth-century man
with a Puritan background.

Shaw opened up the recesses of the Adams

mind and brought forth a justification for all of his actions.

Ihe

image of Adams was given depth by this method of analysis; one left
Shaw's book with a feeling that much of Adams's cries for understanding
had been answered.

Adams had approached most of the turning points of

his life with a great deal of psychic preparation and very little
practical planning.

His was truly a life of torture and greatness,

frustration and accomplishment.

Peter Shaw had returned John Adams

to a place of honor through his careful attempt to understand this mind
of ecstacy and despair.
What have the yearssince World War II done to the image of
John Adams?

It has become obvious that historians have returned to

John Adams as a man who merits a great deal of further study.

It is

also obvious that they no longer feel the need to see Adams in the
light of an anti-Jefferson image.

Merrill Petterson's Adams and

Jefferson, published in 1980, revealed the need to go back and
study the dialogue of ideas which existed between Adams and Jeffer
son, in order to understand the meaning and purpose of the American
Revolution.^

Because Adams no longer need be confined to an image

which denied the Jeffersonian faith of America, Adams himself no
longer must be seen as the enemy of the American dream.

He has now

become a key figure to enable scholars to understand the many sides
of the ideas which aided the development of that very dream.
64Merrill D. Peterson, Adams and Jefferson; A Revolutionary
Dialogue (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), p. xiii.
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Hie image of John Adams today has many facets.

As a political

theorist, revolutionary, diplomat, statesman, and a man above faction
he contributed much that was of value to the development of the Anerican
nation.

But he has remained an enigma which will require much further

study; the image of Adams has been, and continues to be, the image of
a man who was unable to grew as his country grew.

He could not change

and adapt himself to the changes which were taking place around him.
Hie image is, therefore, no longer obscure but it now has elements of
pessimism which combine with the positive picture of the man and still
leave him surrounded by questions.
Perhaps this pessimism was needed, however, to temper the optimisim of Anerican life in its development since World War II.

Hie pes

simistic image was extremely relevant to a world in which there was
uncertainty as to whether civilization could continue to survive.
Adams's relevance was doubtful during his own lifetime and during the
years of faith in the greatness of Anerica, but it has become vitally
important to the present age.

Hiis need has been reflected by the

upsurge in interest in Adams and even in his birthplace.

Paul Nagel,

who wrote Descent From Glory, the most recent study concerning John
Adams and his family, has mentioned the fact that there seems to be an
Adams Renaissance developing in Anerican history and also in the Anerican mind.

66

As John Adams's point of view has been reinterpreted,

more people have begun to believe that he was right to have fears and
doubts.

It has become obvious that no longer will simple idealism

suffice and Adams has many lessons with which to instruct students in
^Nagel, interview, 13 February 1984.
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the art of realistic living.

He has, therefore, become a source of

knowledge for understanding a troubled world.
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CHAPTER VII
AFTERVIEW
John Adams was a controversial figure during his lifetime and
he was aware of this.
about him.

Since his death there have been mixed feelings

These opinions have shifted through the years— at one time,

Adams's image was positive; at another time, it was negative; and in
some historical periods, there was an obscure image of Adams which
resulted from the historians' desire to portray the unity of the
country.

IXiring these periods the historian had a difficult time

deciding just what to say about Adams; he could not be ignored but his
actions could be interpreted as disruptive so he was dealt with less
extensively than several of his contemporaries.
made other people uncomfortable.

John Adams always

So it has been with historians.

They have circled around him in a effort to pin him down and he has
not responded to their efforts.

In death he still refused to give up

his independence and yield to the pen of the historian.

This would

have been acceptable if Adams had not left such a treasure trove of
writings concerning the formative period of the American nation.

He

was too important, however, to ignore and therein lay the historical
quandry.

It was, therefore, best to mention him politely and hope that

the years would bury him in obscurity, and for the century after his
death, it seemed that this would happen.
115
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David Ramsay and George Bancroft both tried to portray Adams
in a politely favorable light but they concentrated on the revolutionary
leader and not the man whose life spanned several careers.

Ramsay

actually said very little about Mans except for statements of a general
nature concerning events which he retold in order to emphasize his faith
in America's divine mission.

Bancroft featured Mams more extensively

and yet, again, it was the revolutionary leader who responded to Ban
croft's Jacksonian faith.

Bancroft ignored those facets of Mans which

were unacceptable to his romantic faith.
In mid-century Mans's grandson, Charles Francis Mans, under
took the mission of improving the Mams image.

He issued the Works

of John M a m s . In doing this, however, he blurred the image for he did
his own job of editing and selecting just what he wanted posterity to
know about his famous grandfather.

John Mams emerged with a Victorian

sense of propriety.
McMaster tried to avoid the lack of source material concerning
Mans by relying upon newspapers for his history.

McMaster, however,

was ambivalent in his attitude toward Adams and the image remained con
fused.

McMaster did not attempt to study the whole man; no Mams per

sonality emerged in the pages of his work.

What did emerge was

McMaster's viewpoint: when Mams contributed to McMaster's idea of
progress, the picture was positive.
tive.

In other instances it was nega

The image of Mams was no longer obscure; now it was misunder

stood.
Charming was the first historian to attempt to understand the
whole Mams personality.

It was with Charming that Mams began to

emerge as a major figure of American history.

Charming also stressed
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the fact that Adams must be resurrected and further studied.

There was

finally an image of a definite personality instead of merely shadows
which were cast by the events which occurred during his lifetime.
In 1915 Correa Moylan Walsh, with his conflict-oriented Pro
gressive viewpoint; brought Adams to a full length study by concentra
ting, for the first time, upon the later "aristocratic" Adams.

For

Walsh, Adams was not an attractive person because he had not subscribed
to the faith in progress to which Walsh adhered.

The image was now

focused, but it was negative and limited because it considered oily one
aspect of Adams.
In the 1920s and the 1930s there was much shifting of the Adams's
image.

It went from negative to positive and at times it became even

more confused.
was approached.

This confusion arose out of the different ways Adams
Some, such as Bowers, saw him as a victim of the

greater Hamilton-Jefferson conflict.

Parrington saw Adams as a be-

trayor of the democratic faith but he also emphasized the fact that
Adams was an enigma and needed further study.

James Truslow Adams and

Gilbert Chinard saw Adams in a positive light as did R. G. Adams.
Chinard broke ground with his biography of Adams because he
attempted to understand the man and not his politics.

His study was

also the first real attempt to draw a complete image of the whole man.
Seeing Adams as a genuine conservative who had the instincts and vir
tues of the agrarian and a deep sense of independence, Chinard
attempted to explain why Adams did not appeal to a nation which was
enthralled by a democratic faith in progress.

He issued a call for

further study of what he called the most realistic statesman of his
generation.

Chinard also stressed the fact that posterity had missed
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the greatness of Adams as a statesman and dwelt upon the failures of
Adams as a politician.
This period contributed a great deal to the development of a
concrete image of John Adams.

There was evidenced a growing interest

in Adams and in some cases, the whole man was emphasized.

The image

was no longer obscure, in fact, in some instances it was even positive.
Adams was beginning to be more than a distantly remembered figure; from
this emerged the realization that there was a need for further study of
Adams in order to find answers to current problems in the world.

For

the first time John Adams appeared to be relevant— an image he did not
have even in his own lifetime.
Historians after World War II responded to this call for more
study of John Adams.

The consensus school rehabilitated Adams as a

manwho helped formulate the ideas from which the American nation
emerged.

Hofstadter stated that Adams was part of the connmon climate

of opinion which surrounded the founding fathers.

Haraszti also studied

the whole body of Adams's ideas; he stressed that Adams must be under
stood, that he must not be hidden by the Adams
historians any longer.
Adans's life.

family, or ignored by

Rossiter and Kurtz studied certain areas of

With Kurtz's study of the Adams

turning point for the image.

presidency came a

Never before had his presidency been

depicted in such a positive manner.
With the republican ideologue school, historical scholarship
of Adams entered a deeper level of understanding.

Howe and Wood both

tried to understand the isolation of John Adams; in these attempts,
another whole area of study began.
man.

Their studies treated the complete

They tried to definitively answer the questions which surrounded
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the image of Adams as a man who was unable to develop and mold himself
to the changing ideology of the times in which he lived.
In the past two decades the Adams

image has been expanded to

encompass that of a man who was a necessary component of the American
heritage. Page Smith and Peter Shaw were seconded by Merrill Peterson
and Paul Nagle in their belief that John Adams had to be rescued from
dusty archives and brought back to life.

For all of these historians

Adams was a man whose importance to contemporary life must not be under
estimated.
Hie Adams

image in the past three decades has, therefore,

undergone a significant process of change.

The historians of this

period were determined that he must no longer remain an obscure figure.
He has consequently been studied as a diarist, political writer, dip
lomat, president, letter-writer, sage, and also as a devoted husband
of his "Dearest Friend."
This image, however, is still one of contrasts which reflect
both pessimism and optimism.
Adams

image could emerge.

always a study in contrasts.

Perhaps there is no other way that the
It is true that John Adams himself was
It is also true that American historians

have generally found it difficult to come to a definitive understanding
of his genius and significance.

The nature of John Adams is the reason

for his failure— no tag suits him, no classification fits.

He is not

easy to explain or analyze, therefore, his image is not easily defined.
Yet, the contributions which John Adams made to the American nation
exact an obligation from the generations which not only followed him
but also those that live today.

This obligation is that future gen

erations should pay him homage by attempting to understand him.
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Prejudice, error, contempt, and the obscurity of the real man have
burdened, and will continue to burden, that task with layers of mis
understanding.

The historical image of John Adams has been dependent

upon the viewpoints of the men who studied him.

This image also has

reflected the changing values of American society itself.

For too long,

however, he has remained a shadowy figure who receives an obligatory nod
because he was a "founding father." Now, he is beginning to emerge as
a more definite symbol of the contradictions which are inherent in the
American character and which must be understood if that character is
to survive.

For John Adams had within himself the conflict of realism

and idealism which is so much a part of the American character.

Therein

lies his importance.
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